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Introduction

Introduction

In modern, popular language, conscience has taken on all sorts of meanings, many of
which conflict with one another. Our purpose here is to define conscience according to Catholic
tradition. The thesis of this paper is that genuine human freedom is founded upon truth, and
conscience is the meeting place of our subjective freedom with the objective truth. Throughout
the paper, we will establish that man uses his freedom properly when he subjects himself to that
truth which will ultimately set him free (Jn 8:32).

Chapter 1: The Historical Development of the Concept of Conscience

The paper is divided into four chapters. In the first, we will examine the history of the
notion of conscience. From the earliest records of the term, found in ancient Greek and Latin
literature, we will discover that it references both past and future acts of both good and evil
qualities, and that it is associated with the voice of God.

Next, we, explore the biblical background of conscience, starting with the Hebrew notion
of leb. While the Old Testament does use a direct translation of the term “conscience,” the
Hebrew leb translates into “heart” and is closely analogous to conscience, meaning that inner
core of man, whence flow his actions and fidelity to God.

Then we proceed to the New Testament, exploring the new meaning of conscience as
inspired by Christian faith. We find that a life lived in faith is inseparable from a good
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conscience, as the integrity of the Christian’s faith entails that he walks closely with God in both
his heart and in his actions.

Finally, we address the shift that took place in the postmodern era from a balanced
emphasis on both objective truth and subjective experience to an overemphasis on the subjective
aspect. While each stage of development from ancient times through the New Testament were
constructive to the Christian understanding of conscience, the shift during the postmodern era
made a seriously negative impact on this progress. This regression in the understanding of
conscience, especially for the Christian, demands an urgent clarification. Motivated by such a
pressing need, this paper seeks to ground authentic freedom and moral goodness in the truth that
comes from God’s wisdom.

Chapter 2: Understanding the Meaning of Conscience, Its Manifestations, and Man’s
Responsibility to Form It

In the second chapter, we take up the question of “What is conscience?” with a discussion
on three commonly conceived manifestations of conscience: the inner voice, the practical
judgment, and the lifelong process of faith. All of these are consistent with one another and with
the teachings of the Church. In addition, we address the misunderstanding that conscience is
merely a personal feeling or subjective understanding. We end this chapter with a discussion on
our responsibility to follow our conscience, since it carries with it the authority of God—and our
responsibility to form our conscience—since we can err in our perception of what is true and
right.

Chapter 3: The Components of Conscience: Subjective Freedom and Objective Truth
2

The third chapter addresses the topics of freedom and law, attempting to show that both
natural and divine laws are sources and guardians of the objective truth. Natural law reveals to us
that which is needed to achieve natural goodness. However, in order to attain the supernatural
good of relationship with God and eternal life, we rely on God’s revelation and the divine law.
We find this throughout both Old and New Testaments.

In the Old, we have the Decalogue, a collection of direct commandments issued by God
to the Hebrew people as prerequisite conditions for a covenant between them. We also discover
in the Old Testament several instances in which God pleas with the people, especially through
prophets, that they turn to him with all their hearts. This call for a conversion of heart reveals that
God does not want mere actions, but internal dispositions as well. Our obedience to his law must
be both outward and inward, sustained by an attitude of willingness and love.

In the New Testament, we receive a new commandment, one of love, which encompasses
all the others. It is novel because it was issued by Christ, who set the standard by his own
example of boundless love. He also commanded that we show this love not only to God but to
one another as well. Thus, every faithful Christian must strive to love both God and neighbor
with the same generous love that Christ loved the Church.

Finally, we also access the divine law through the Magisterium of the Catholic Church. In
the Magisterium, we have God’s voice, speaking to our current moral issues, offering us advice
and guidance to help us navigate difficult problems. Thanks to the Magisterium, many otherwise
ambiguous moral dilemmas are given clear direction. While the directives of the Magisterium
may be difficult to follow, they can be trusted to carry God’s genuine authority.
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After discussing the law, we distinguish between several definitions of freedom, aiming
to establish that genuine freedom is in fact based on and inseparable from objective truth. Rather
than the mere independence of autonomy from external hindrances, human freedom is meant to
take us to our personal perfection and fulfillment. Freedom at its best will always choose the
greatest good and will keep us close to God. Because of this, freedom depends upon the divine
law especially, that we may know the ways of God and do what he desires of us.

Chapter 4: Reconciling the Experienced Manifestations of Conscience with Thomistic Tradition

In the fourth and final chapter, we will bring several themes together to show a common
thread throughout our understanding of conscience and Thomistic teaching. Specifically, we will
pair the notion of conscience as an inner voice with the Thomas’ natural inclinations, explaining
that they both work to prompt us spontaneously toward the good. Second, conscience as a
practical judgment is shown to clearly pair subjective freedom with objective truth, especially in
light of John Paul’s “participated theonomy,” by which we willingly and lovingly participate in
God’s divine wisdom in our practical discernments. Lastly, we pair conscience as a lifelong
process with St. Thomas’ teachings on virtue and connaturality with the good.

In the end, we will find that conscience is indeed the meeting place of objective truth and
subjective freedom and that our varied ways of thinking about conscience all point to this same
fact. We will also discover that the misunderstandings of our age concerning conscience—
namely, that conscience is merely a subjective and personalistic sense—is the result of an
imbalance between the subjective and objective aspects of conscience with an overemphasis of
value on the subjective. A healthy understanding of conscience requires that the two aspects are
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balanced and harmonious, genuine freedom hinging upon the truth of God’s wisdom as found in
divine law.

5

Chapter 1: The Historical Development of the Concept of Conscience

Introduction

In modern times, conscience has taken on varying definitions. Indeed, “perhaps nowhere
more than in the theological and philosophical problem of the nature and structure of moral
conscience is a greater diversity of opinion or greater confusion of thought to be found.” 1 We
therefore begin this paper with a chapter on the historical development of the notion of
conscience, hoping to uncover many layers of meaning and complexity. First we take up the
earliest records of conscience as it was first used in literature. We then explore the biblical
foundations for conscience, attempting to gain appreciation for the development of its meaning
within a Christian context. We end with a discussion on how postmodern thought gave rise to a
problematic shift in how we understand conscience.

Greek and Latin Background

The notion of conscience can be found in ancient literature of both Greek and Latin
languages. We look first to the Greek, wherein we find a more limited meaning than in Latin.
Our modern term “conscience” is a direct translation from the Greek “συνειδήσει,” 2 which
originated in popular Hellenistic thought.” 3 Its literal meaning is “with (con) knowledge

1

C. Williams, “Conscience: In Theology,” in New Catholic Encyclopedia, vol. 4 (New York: McGrawHill, 1967), 198.
2
Ibid., 199.
3
The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, 19th ed. (Nashville: Abingdon, 1962), s.v. “Conscience,” 672.
6

(science)”; “being ‘with knowledge,’ using one’s conscience, implies being aware of oneself,
conscious, and having a level of functioning mental processes.” 4

The earliest known Greek document that employs this term is written by Democritus of
Abdera and dates back to the 5th century B.C. The passage refers to men suffering “from distress
and fear because of their consciousness of the evildoing in their lives.” 5 He describes an
awareness of the moral quality of one’s actions—especially of evil actions. This awareness is
something that is universal; it is an introspective power that all human persons have regarding
their behavior. By employing this awareness, man can reflect on his actions and have sure
knowledge about its moral quality, especially if what he has done is evil. This sense of
conscience is now known as consequent evil conscience, and will be taken up further on in this
paper, along with its counterparts: antecedent and good conscience.

In ancient Latin literature, conscience is found more frequently and with deeper meaning
than in ancient Greek literature. Among the Greeks, Epicureanism, for instance, “counseled the
avoidance of wrongdoing for fear of the reproaches of conscience.” 6 Early Latin authors viewed
conscience as “the rule and motive for conduct…not only punitive but also directive.” 7 Beyond
the mere reactive Greek sense of reproaching man for his wrongdoing (past acts), conscience
here motivates and directs actions that are not yet committed (future acts). Thus, in Latin
literature, we encounter both antecedent and consequent conscience—antecedent conscience
directs the will before it acts, and consequent conscience signifies moral quality of acts already

4

Bernard V. Brady, Be Good & Do Good (New York: Maryknoll, 2014), 143.
The Interpreter's Dictionary of the Bible, “Conscience,” 671.
6
Ibid., 672.
7
Ibid.
5

7

done. All of this occurs inside each person; conscience is an active and dynamic process of selfawareness concerning one’s own behavior.

Alongside the distinction of antecedent and consequent conscience is another distinction
between positive and negative conscience. In the Greek, we find a clear emphasis on the
negative: man’s conscience reproaches and punishes him after he commits evil. In Latin,
however, man’s conscience gives him reason to act or not to act. In the case of evil acts,
conscience directs him away or motivates him to avoid the act; in the case of good acts,
conscience directs and motivates him toward that good. Likewise, in the cases of acts already
committed, conscience punishes the evil acts and rewards the good. Cicero, for instance, noted
that “the consciousness of a life well spent and the remembrance of numerous deeds well
done…is the cause of the greatest joy.” 8 Conscience is responsible for that joy that comes from
doing good and living well.

Seneca left one of the richest and most complex accounts of conscience from his time,
incorporating all of these aspects: conscience as antecedent and consequent, as good and evil,
and even as identified with God’s voice. He writes to his friend Lucilius,

God is near you, he is with you, he is within. Thus do I say, Lucilius: a sacred and august
spirit resides within us and takes stock of our good and evil actions and is the guardian or
avenger of our deeds… Just as he is treated by us so does he treat us. 9

8
9

Williams, “Conscience: In Theology,” 199.
Ibid.
8

Within our very selves dwells a spirit—a judge—accounting for all that we do, guarding us in
good and avenging us in evil. This “spirit” treats us as we treat it. It is interesting, as Seneca
refers to conscience as a spirit, as though it as another within us, elevating it to match God’s very
presence in each person. It is also noteworthy the authority it holds over us. We cannot escape
the scope of its witness nor its unfailing response to our actions.

Conscience in the Old Testament

We now turn to the use of conscience in the Old Testament, which illustrates the notion
of conscience within Hebrew tradition. While there is no direct translation for the word
“conscience” into Hebrew, the concept is present in other terms. The Hebrew “idea of leb,”
translating into the English term heart, “is compatible with the general conception of suneidesis
in the Greco-Roman world”. 10 The Old Testament “scarcely ever uses leb for the ‘heart’ as a
physical organ” 11; rather, leb refers to the interior of the person. It encompasses all those aspects
that are proper to human persons exclusively: “vital, affective, noetic, and voluntative.” 12 It is
not considered a biological or anatomical part of the person, but an aspect concerning man’s
relationship to God. 13 This term refers to “the center of human self-consciousness devoted to
making decisions in accord with the word of God.” 14 It is identified with the “heart” as the
“center of personal action,” 15 Much more than a vague or sentimental significance, heart

10

David Freedman (ed), The Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 1992), s.v. “Conscience,”
1129.
11
G. Johannes Botterweck, Heinz-Josef Fabry, and Helmer Ringgren (eds), Theological Dictionary of the
Old Testament, vol. 7 (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1995), 411.
12
Ibid., 412.
13
Ibid., 412-413.
14
Freedman (ed), “Conscience,” 1129.
15
Botterweck, Fabry, and Ringgren (eds), Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, 400.
9

signifies “the inward man made by and known only to God [thus constituting] the veritable seat
of conscience under the watchful eye of God." 16 Practically indistinguishable from the concept of
“will,” the “leb functions as the driving force behind the voluntative endeavors of the
individual”, 17 whereby man either conforms himself to God’s word or deviates from it.

Underlying the perspective of the Hebrew people was a constant awareness of Yahweh
and His law. Their whole system of morality was based upon this, and consequently, conscience
as man’s inner voice also signified God’s voice in their hearts. “Conscience is hearing in the
sense of willing adherence. The voice of God and one’s own voice agree, not in the sense of
rational autonomy, but in that of the harmony of the I with God’s will.” 18 Such harmony is
described in Psalm 40: “I delight to do thy will, O my God; thy law is within my heart” (Ps 40:8
RSV ).

It should be mentioned here that already in the Old Testament, God calls the heart,
meaning he calls the whole person. Psalm 119 states,

Blessed are those who keep his testimonies,
who seek him with their whole heart,
who also do no wrong,
but walk in his ways! (Ps 119:2-3 RSV)

16

Williams, “Conscience: In Theology,” 199.
Botterweck, Fabry, and Ringgren (eds), Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament, 423.
18
Gerhard Friedrich (ed), Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, trans. by Geoffrey W. Bromiley,
vol. 7 (Grand Rapids, MI: W.B. Eerdmans, 1971), 908.
17
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We also read in Deuteronomy 6, “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God is one LORD; and you shall
love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might”
(Deut 6:4-5 RSV ). Not only does God demand that we adhere to his commandments, but he
requires our hearts as well. “Devotion to God with one’s ‘whole heart’ is demanded.” 19 There is
an interior disposition involved, not merely an exterior fulfilling of commands.

In contrast to some modern notions of conscience, the Ancient Hebrew conscience or leb
was not “an inviolable criterion of one’s life and actions,” 20 or “accorded the status of a supreme
tribunal of moral judgment,” 21 as John Paul II put it in Veritatis Splendor. Rather, for the
Hebrew people, any subjective sense of knowledge in the heart is contingent upon the body of
God’s law that is exterior to the self. Since the Hebrew sense of conscience is inseparable from
their covenant with God, this alliance set the standard of morality. God’s law is the objective rule
against which the moral quality of subjective man’s acts is measured. The task of man’s leb is to
conform to God’s will. The best he can do is to adhere to the law with utmost, sincere loyalty. 22
This is because God’s will was the determining factor for goodness and evil. “There is
knowledge of good and evil only in remembering and keeping God’s statutes.” 23

19

Raymond E. Brown, Joseph A. Fitzmyer, and Roland E. Murphy, The New Jerome Biblical
Commentary (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1990), 547.
20
Williams, “Conscience: In Theology,” 199.
21
John Paul II, Encyclical Regarding Certain Fundamental Questions of the Church’s Moral Teaching
Veritatis Splendor (6 August 1993), §32.
22
It may seem that Hebrew morality rests entirely upon the obedience of man to God’s law in the external
sense, as many priests and scribes tended to mistakenly emphasize. However, while exterior obedience
was required, even more important was man’s interior disposition of the heart toward God and and his
sincere, loving, loyalty to Him. This was the message time and again of the Prophets (Williams,
“Conscience: In Theology,” 199.).
23
Friedrich (ed), Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, trans. by Geoffrey W. Bromiley, 908.
11

It is evident in Scriptures that man’s righteousness is based on how faithfully he walked
with God. Noah, for example, “was a righteous man, blameless in his generation; Noah walked
with God” (Gen 6:9 RSV). Moral goodness is equated to fidelity to God. Noah is considered “a
just man in an unjust world…alone blameless among his peers, walking with God.” 24 There is a
direct correlation between his justice and his closeness to God. God’s will defines moral quality,
and man’s goodness is measured by how closely he walked with God.

Job was also “blameless and upright, one who feared God, and turned away from evil”
(Job 1:1 RSV). His righteousness consisted of his fearing God, which “means realizing one’s
relationship to him by showing him reverence and obedience.” 25 This speaks to both his interior
disposition (reverence that flows from the heart) and exterior disposition (obedience as manifest
through actions) to God. Job’s turning away from evil “affirms a good conscience deliberately
and constantly choosing the good.” 26 Job’s conscience was clear; he walked closely with God
and enjoyed righteousness as a result.

All of this is to emphasize the point that Old Testament morality revolved around their
relationship with God. Their goodness was determined by a standard or rule outside of
themselves that became internalized. Their leb, or their conscience, was good insofar as they
walked with God in the form of external obedience to his commands and internally belonging to
and reverencing him.

24

Brown, Fitzmyer, and Murphy, The New Jerome Biblical Commentary, 16.
Ibid., 469.
26
Ibid.
25
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Conscience in the New Testament

We now take up the meaning of conscience as found in the New Testament. The term is
most frequently used in the Epistles—especially those of St. Paul, who is credited with taking the
popular Hellenistic term and giving it a fuller meaning in light of revelation. 27 While he uses the
term to reference man’s inner witness, 28 he also elevates conscience, placing it side-by-side with
faith. Writing to Timothy, Paul states, “whereas the aim of our charge is love that issues from a
pure heart and a good conscience and sincere faith” (1 Tim 1:5 RSV ). Interestingly, The New
Jerome Biblical Commentary compares “a good conscience” with “sincere faith” as
synonymous. 29 The idea here is that if one has sincere faith, one lives that faith out with integrity
and consistency, maintaining a good conscience.

The implications of pairing (and even equating) conscience with faith are enormous.
From this perspective, a good conscience is more than simply “blameless.” The New Testament
sense of conscience was one that incorporated the whole Christian message. All knowledge,
including moral knowledge, was now informed by faith in the new revelation—in Christ and his
Gospel. Indeed, the whole of the Christian’s life and reality was colored by his faith. His
conscience, then, was “very much more than a simple subjective judgment about one’s actions. It
implied the whole inner religious attitude of man.” 30 Thus, the Christian’s disposition of faith
became the basis for how he viewed the world and how he interacted with it.

27

Williams, “Conscience: In Theology,” 199-200. See also: Friedrich (ed), Theological Dictionary of the
New Testament, trans. by Geoffrey W. Bromiley, 914.
28
“[Gentiles] show that what the law requires is written on their hearts, while their conscience also bears
witness and their conflicting thoughts accuse or perhaps excuse them” (Rom 2:15 RSV).
29
Brown, Fitzmyer, and Murphy, The New Jerome Biblical Commentary, 896.
30
Williams, “Conscience: In Theology,” 200.
13

We see examples of this elevated sense of conscience in St. Paul’s writings. One of the
strongest examples is found in his letter to the Romans, when he states that “whatever does not
proceed from faith is sin” (Rom 14:23 RSV ). What he means here by “faith” can be interpreted
in a number of ways, 31 including “something like ‘a good conscience’” 32 and “the confidence
that one’s Christian faith permits one to do a particular thing, an inward liberty with reference to
it.” 33 The idea is that when one has faith, his acts flow from it; the acts of the believer are
performed for the glory of God, which makes those acts good. Aquinas notes that “a Gloss says,
‘The entire life of unbelievers is sin,’ just as the entire life of believers is meritorious, inasmuch
as it is directed to the glory of God.” 34 Thus, all the acts of a Christian are wrapped up in and
informed by his faith; they are directed toward glorifying him.

St. Thomas Aquinas comments further on this collaboration of conscience with faith
found in the New Testament. The role of conscience, for him, is the application of the attitude of
faith to everyday life. He says, “What we hold by faith universally, …conscience applies to a
deed performed or to be performed.” 35 It is the Christian living as a Christian, acting in ways
worthy of his dignity and vocation as an adopted son of God. Considered thus, faith and
conscience are almost indistinguishable and are certainly inseparable. The Christian who has a
living faith conducts himself in a certain way, consistent with this faith.
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In the first Letter of St. John, we find another reference to conscience. While the author
does not use the term conscience, he is describing a Christian perspective of conscience. He
writes:

Little children, let us not love in word or speech but in deed and in truth. By this
we shall know that we are of the truth, and reassure our hearts before him
whenever our hearts condemn us; for God is greater than our hearts, and he knows
everything. Beloved, if our hearts do not condemn us, we have confidence before
God; and we receive from him whatever we ask, because we keep his
commandments and do what pleases him” (1 Jn 3:18-22 RSV).

This idea brings us back to the ancient Hebrew sense of conscience that hinges upon one’s
relationship with God. However closely one walks with God and follows his commandments
determines the state of one’s conscience. The confidence one has while “hearts do not condemn
us” “is not a subjective opinion but is grounded in God’s judgment, with which one’s own
concurs.” 36 It is because the heart, or conscience, “confirms that he has walked in holiness and
integrity” that one enjoys such peace. Just as was noted regarding the Old Testament sense of
conscience, the New Testament strongly values the objective moral order of God, emphasizing it
as the rule according to which we must live. This is likewise consistent with the correlation of
faith and conscience discussed just above. When we live in fidelity to our Christian faith, we
somewhat “accidentally” live with good conscience. That is because living as a Christian
necessarily entails walking closely with God, loving him and our neighbor as Christ loved us, 37
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Divine Law in Chapter 3.

37

15

and thereby performing only those actions which are consistent with God’s commandments and
confirm us in good conscience.
In addition to the correlation of conscience with faith, we find the term “conscience”
employed in several other contexts. In Romans, conscience bears witness to the natural law
which is written on the Gentiles’ hearts (Rom 2:14-15). 38 In Hebrews, the author associates a
clear conscience with good intention and honorable behavior (Heb 13:18 RSV). In 1 Corinthians
8:1-13, St. Paul instructs us to take care, not only of our own consciences, but of the consciences
of our brothers and sisters as well. In St. Paul’s scenario, if our brother believes wrongly that
something is a sin, then he ought not to do it. This matter of an erring conscience will be
discussed in greater detail in Chapter 2.
Postmodern Shift in Conscience

New philosophies began to reshape how people understood themselves and their realities
in entirely new and unprecedented ways—ways that were incompatible with the ancient and
traditional ways of thinking. Unavoidably, this impacted the way conscience was understood, for
“the principles of personal freedom and private judgment were being introduced as the guiding
principles of moral living,” 39 For the Jewish people of the Old Testament, conscience was
responsible for keeping oneself faithful to the alliance with God. Jews revered God and his law
as superior to their personal judgments and feelings. Motivated by love for God and the desire to
maintain their covenant with Him, they strove to obey the law as their greatest guide for action.
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Likewise, after the fullness of revelation took place in the person of Jesus, the early
Christians, followers of the New Law, sought a perfection that was well beyond themselves. The
standard of morality was objective, exterior, and divinely administered. They were summoned by
God himself to come, “be perfect…” (Mt 5:48) and to receive the grace to do so. Early
Christians, and Christians up until the Modern Era, were keenly aware that this perfection was
achieved not on their own terms but on God’s. They therefore sought to align their lives and
actions with the faith they professed, identifying their conscience with their faith.

Having studied the Jewish and Christian mentalities regarding conscience, it is obvious
the contrast between the traditional view and that of the Modern Era, one of increasingly
emphasized values of freedom and individualism. A transition took place, as more value was
placed on the subjective, personal judgments rather than on the objective or divine order to
which we submit ourselves. According to this new perspective, external law becomes the
oppressor, and only that which originates from myself expresses true liberation. “The ultimate
rule of morality became something completely subjective.” 40

We should emphasize here the value of sincerity in action. It is not the case that sincerity
does not matter; it is actually a necessary factor in moral decision-making. Subjective, personal
judgment was always a key aspect of conscience, in proper proportion to the objective, external
order. Sincerity must be distinguished from truth; the former concerns the acting person’s
subjective belief, while the latter concerns the objective reality.
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It has always been important that man have a sincere conscience, meaning that he does
what he truly believes to be the “right thing to do.” Only relatively recently, however, the
subjective criterion has become the only one that mattered. No longer did the actual end of the
action bear significance for the moral value of the act. If I see it as right, then it is right (for me).
Ideally, both subjective and objective aspects are right, so that the person’s subjective experience
aligns with objective reality. In such a case, a person’s “sincerely held convictions” 41 are also
correct and true.

Let us illustrate these distinctions with an example. When I’m invited to dinner at a
friend’s house, I may bring a bottle of wine because I believe she likes wine. This is a sincere
gesture. However, if she in fact is struggling to overcome an addiction to alcohol, bringing wine
would actually be harmful to her and introduce temptation. Brining the wine in this case would
not be good, objectively, but erroneous. If I am unaware of my friend’s struggle with alcoholism,
then my gift would be sincere, since I sincerely believe she will enjoy the gift. However, if I
know that she will struggle, then the gift is insincere because it does not follow the knowledge I
have concerning the harm that wine would cause. In this case, the action of bringing wine would
be both insincere and erroneous. Thus, in this illustration, we see how an action can be true or
erroneous objectively and sincere or insincere subjectively. 42
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Thinking about our own experience, the best we can do is act on a sincere conscience and
continue to seek to inform ourselves so that we avoid vincible error. Catholic tradition actually
places an emphasis upon the subjective aspect of the act over the objective. As long as we are
sincere in our conviction that an action is correct, not only are we permitted to do it (as Aquinas
teaches), but such an action is even considered meritorious—even when it is (invincibly)
erroneous (as St. Alphonsus Liguori teaches). 43 “Conscience frequently errs from invincible
ignorance without losing its dignity. The same cannot be said for a man who cares but little for
truth and goodness.” 44 It cannot be overemphasized, though, that while the subjective aspect of
conscience is given primacy, this is not at the exclusion of the objective aspect. It does matter
whether the act is objectively right or wrong.

There are three criteria that factor into the moral quality of an action, according to St.
Thomas Aquinas: the object, then intention, and the circumstances. 45 Just because I believe my
action is good, or that I intend good by doing it, does not make it good. To return to our prior
example of dinner with my friend, my good intention attached to my gift of wine does not
preclude her subsequent interior struggle upon receiving it. The object of giving alcohol to an
alcoholic remains negative and evil, regardless of how I feel about giving it or how innocent I am
in my good intention. Moreover, various circumstances can either worsen or ameliorate the
problem. For instance, if I bring a white wine, and she only enjoys red, then the evil is a bit
lessened; on the other hand, if I happen to bring her very favorite kind—the one she misses
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drinking to most—then the evil is exacerbated. Circumstances “contribute to increasing or
diminishing the moral goodness or evil of human acts…[yet] of themselves cannot change the
moral quality of acts themselves.” 46

All of this is meant to argue for the relevance of the object of our acts, even though the
subjective aspect is given primacy. With the overemphasis of the subjective aspect, the holistic
understanding of conscience was replaced by the following new conviction:

The all-important condition for good moral action was…the subjective good faith or good
intention of the individual, whether his moral judgment was objectively right or wrong,
true or false. Provided the intention is good, whether the judgment is right or wrong, it is
equally the voice of God for the person acting. This is the direct antithesis of traditional
moral teaching in the Western Church. 47

Conclusion

From the time of St. Paul’s writings until those of St. Thomas, conscience was considered
the meeting place of man and his world, his reaction to his reality, all flowing from his
undercurrent of faith. The more closely man walks with God, the more sincerely and faithfully
will he fulfill God’s commands; thus, the better state his conscience will be in. Traditionally,
faith informed man’s entire outlook and provided a permanent source for his moral compass,
whether his actions required extensive deliberation or were more spontaneous. His faith and his
conscience were aided by the continued formation given first through his relationship with God
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and others, through the Sacred Scriptures, and through God’s law. 48 While man must act
according to his genuine, subjective convictions, he must strive unceasingly to discover the
objective truth and divine order that surround his actions. Through the virtue of prudence,
conscience reaches its full integrity. 49
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Chapter 2: Understanding the Meaning of Conscience, Its Manifestations, and Man’s
Responsibility to Form It

Introduction

Having traced the meaning of conscience back to ancient literature as well as to both Old
and New Testaments, we are better equipped to answer the question, What is conscience? From
both Greek and Latin roots, we understand conscience to carry both positive and negative as well
as antecedent and consequent influences. The Old Testament notion of conscience and morality,
we noted, is inseparable from God’s alliance with man and his commandments. For the
Christian, we learned that conscience can and should be identified with an overarching attitude
of faith and the disposition of Christian discipleship.

In this chapter, we will continue our conversation on conscience, moving from our focus
on historical background to a discussion on what conscience is. We will do this by examining
three common manifestations of conscience: conscience as an inner voice, as a practical
judgment, and as a lifelong process. All of these notions of conscience are compatible with one
another, and they all simultaneously contribute to our overall understanding of the Christian
conscience. These three notions will draw from several themes discussed in the historical section
and treat them in greater depth. Before concluding this chapter, we will touch briefly on some
alternative views of conscience which are not compatible with the traditional Christian
understanding. Additionally, we will end with a discussion on our twofold responsibility to both
form and follow our consciences.

Manifestations of Conscience
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1. Conscience: the Voice that Speaks to our Depths

Perhaps this is the most common, albeit vague, sense of conscience. We are all familiar
with the concept of having an inner voice telling us what to do, but what do we mean when we
assert this? It is more than an intuition about what is right and true; it has commanding force.
Our inner voice, our gut, our instinct—these all refer in a way to conscience. It is something deep
inside of us, telling us the right thing to do, perhaps demanding we take a particular path. When
we “follow our conscience,” we have peace, but when we betray it, we betray ourselves, and one
could say our hearts are full of unrest until the wrongs are righted.

A characteristic of this sense of conscience is that it is somewhat impulsive. Little, if any,
deliberation takes place before the action is carried out, but it is still done in an intentional and
moral way. The person acting is not acting “passively,” on some sort of autopilot, but is
following what they determine is the right thing do to, according to their interior “voice.” Yet
whose voice is making the commands—our own or another’s? A poetic passage from Gaudium
et Spes sheds some light:

In the depths of his conscience, man detects a law which he does not impose upon
himself, but which holds him to obedience. Always summoning him to love good and
avoid evil, the voice of conscience when necessary speaks to his heart: do this, shun that.
For man has in his heart a law written by God; to obey it is the very dignity of man;
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according to it he will be judged. Conscience is the most secret core and sanctuary of a
man. There he is alone with God, Whose voice echoes in his depths. 50

The above passage is pregnant with allusions to the various manifestations of conscience.
As a voice, conscience summons and speaks to the heart. Reading this, one can almost hear the
whisper of conscience within, “Do this; shun that.” At the end of this passage, however, God is
cited as the source of this interior voice of man. The voice of conscience that speaks, summons,
and echoes in the depths is God’s voice. Man does not impose that law which he discovers
within, but it is imposed upon him by another—by God. What a marvel this is.

Of course, a certain amount of qualification is needed to understand this rightly. It is not
the case that I can do what I please and claim that God told me to do it. Nor is it true that my
subjective sense that I ought to do something, my genuinely observed impulse toward an object
of desire, means that such an impulse was placed there by God. Another way of saying this is
that my subjective sincerity does not cause or necessarily imply the truth of the object, as
mentioned before. We must be careful to guard against elevating the subjective aspect of
conscience at the expense of the objective aspect.

How, then, can we attribute the voice within me to God himself, yet at the same time
have conditions for following it? The answer to this is that we are subjective—and prone to
error—in our observing this voice. While it may be God who is speaking to our depths, we fallen
creatures are the ones who are listening and interpreting the message, muddled and mixed in with
the rest of our impulses, desires, virtues, vices, and sins. We cannot fault God’s voice for our
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misguidedness, but we must recognize we are fallible in following his prompts, even those he
makes from within our very hearts.

What is the best way to discern the accuracy of our interpretation, since we are fallible in
our interpreting his voice? The passage from Gaudium et Spes gives us the answer to this
question. To couple with his voice in our hearts, God gives us his law, which takes many forms:
natural law, divine law, and good civil law. This is not to say that every act we do ought to fall
under a law. What it does say is that these laws direct us to him and are a means of holding our
interpretations in check. These laws are also universal, so that what is true for me is likewise true
for you. Objective truth holds for everyone, and God’s voice inside each person will never
contradict those laws which order and direct each one of us to him.

Conscience as a voice or impulse can also be understood practically, motivating those
mini- or sub-decisions that we make, which are the results of previous, perhaps more complex
decisions. 51 When we set goals, for instance, we may have deliberated extensively over whether
or how to make such a goal work. However, having set that goal, each little act advances us
toward that goal. As a mother, countless examples abound regarding my effort to keep my
children safe. When my toddler runs in the yard toward the street, for example, my impulse is to
run after her to stop her. I did not have to think about whether this action is best; it was
spontaneous. However, while it was somewhat impulsive, it was also intentional and fully my
own act. It resulted almost naturally and necessarily from my desire for and commitment to my
child’s wellbeing and safety.
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Another example could be made of my interest in having a garden. When I water the
garden in the evening, I do not have to think about it each time. Because I made the previous
decision to have a garden and sustain it so as to yield flowers and vegetables, it follows that
watering it regularly is the right thing to do. I am therefore urged to do so from my conscience.
The voice within me may insist that I water the plants and may even motivate me by presenting
to my imagination hypothetical images of my flowers wilting, causing me to consider in an
instant the hypothetical result of my negligence. Thus, without deliberating, I know the best
option would be to remain faithful in my duty to watering the garden.

Actions of routine are often motivated by this manifestation of conscience as a voice or
impulse. Much of what we do is governed by our goals: We want to keep our jobs; therefore, we
get out of bed on time. We want to avoid speeding tickets; therefore, we obey the speed limit. I
don’t want my children to say bad words; therefore, I watch my language. We don’t need to
think very hard—if at all—about whether we ought to do these things. We simply know what is
right, perhaps in our “gut,” and we do it.

2. Conscience: an Act

Both Thomas Aquinas and John Paul II define conscience as the application of universal
knowledge to particular cases. 52 For Aquinas, this very application of knowledge to particulars is
an act, so in this sense, conscience is technically an act. To be clear, when conscience judges a
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certain act to be good, and the person does that act, conscience is the former act of judging, not
the latter act; rather, conscience dominates that latter act.

Thomas cites the technical term “synderesis,” which would be helpful for us to examine.
He says that the term conscience is sometimes applied to what is actually synderesis, which is
“the habitual knowledge of the universal practical principles of moral action.” 53 It is the
knowledge of those self-evident principles in the moral realm. These principles include: that evil
should be avoided and good should be done, treat others as you would like to be treated, that
innocent life should be protected, and that we should act justly. These principles are called selfevident and universal, which means all human beings know them, no matter their culture or
when they lived. They are intuited by all, as opposed to that knowledge which is from learning or
experience. Conscience is the application of synderesis to concrete situations. 54

Conscience takes on syllogistic form when considered this way. Here is a simple
example:

1. Cheating is wrong and should not be done.
2. This test is difficult, and I can easily read my neighbor’s answers.
3. Since cheating is wrong, I should not look at my neighbor’s answers.

The first principle is discovered through synderesis, and it is applied to my particular situation:
this test. Conscience is the act of applying the principle that cheating is wrong to the concrete
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experience of struggling through a test and feeling tempted to cheat. The conclusion is a
judgement made by conscience; in this case, to avoid cheating, which is universally known to be
wrong.

With such obvious principles of synderesis mentally at our disposal, acts of conscience
may seem simple. However, not all principles used or required by the conscience are implicitly
known through synderesis. We naturally know that good is to be done and evil avoided, but we
do not always know what the more specific “good” is. For example, I know through synderesis
that children should be cared for and protected; however, research is required to figure out how
to care for a child. More specifically, I do not inherently know that honey can be fatal for infants,
so unless I discover this principle through external means, my conscience cannot make proper
judgments about it. As a broader example, Bioethics deals with several controversial topics
because the “good” is not black and white; knowledge of the truth is still unfolding and research
is required in order to discover scientific truths.

The realm of faith is also one in which “the good” is not always obvious. We do not
know everything on our own, which is the reason for revelation. God revealed his law to us
precisely because we needed it to be revealed in order to know and use it in our practical
judgments. Prior to this revelation, it may not have been known that the exclusive love for the
one God was “the good;” at least, it was not known as a necessary tenant for salvation.

Furthermore, sometimes first principles appear to compete with one another, which
complicates the work of conscience. Which principle wins out and ultimately directs the act? For
example, I may give up sweets for Lent, and this resolution is a good principle to remain faithful
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to. However, if Grandma visits and brings her famous coffee cake, it would be good to eat it with
her out of gratitude and charity. Which principle is more important than the other, fidelity to my
fasting (which is for God and for my own penance), or charity toward my grandma (which is for
the sake of charity for God)? 55

Conscience in the sense of an act of judgment governs individual decisions. Even though
they are singular decisions, we would not call them isolated. Some do hold the view that each of
our actions is entirely independent of the others, an isolated act free from the influence of prior
acts. 56 From experience, however, we know this is not the case. We are constantly drawing from
our memory and experience. My decision to sit down and write a thesis is aided by my past acts
of writing long papers. Anything related to practice supports this. The pianist is more prone to
practice (and practicing well) by the influence of past acts of practicing (well). I am also more
prone to practice piano or write a thesis if I have make a prior action or decision of becoming a
professional pianist or a graduate student. Our acts are interrelated and exhibit continuity; past
acts influence future acts. 57

3. The Christian Conscience: a Lifelong Process of Faith

Previously we discussed the identification of conscience with faith, and in this context,
the idea of conscience as a process arose. When we understand faith as the Christian’s
revelation-inspired outlook on his reality and conscience as his means of reacting to this reality,
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it follows that both his faith and his conscience are continuously developing within him. The
sacrament of baptism initiates the Christian into the faith, and he has his entire life to work
toward the perfection of this faith. Likewise, the Christian conscience, which flows from and is
inseparable from his faith, continuously matures throughout his life. Here we will discuss the
concept of conscience as a process. As noted earlier, this idea differs from the understanding of
conscience as a mere application of principles to concrete actions. While it does not exclude this,
it is much broader than that. To understand conscience as a process, we will examine Aquinas’
teaching on the virtue of prudence and the concept of fundamental option, ultimately arriving at
the stance that conscience does indeed develop and it requires formation from higher, external
sources to remain true to the faith upon which it hinges.

St. Thomas Aquinas, following Aristotle, defines prudence as “right reason applied to
action” 58 and belongs to practical reason, since it concerns action (as opposed to speculative
reason, which remains in the intellect). Prudence, he says, is specifically concerned with
regulating the means to our end. It is the virtuous application of “universal principles to the
particular conclusions of practical matters”, 59 in the same syllogistic manner discussed earlier.
As noted above, the most fundamental, universal principles are inherently known to
man. 60 The “singular matters of action” are what complicate the process for us. For these,
“secondary universal principles… are not inherited from nature, but are acquired by discovery
through experience, or through teaching.” 61 Moreover, these “secondary and more
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detailed precepts, which are, as it were, conclusions following closely from first principles”, 62
are “not equally known to all” 63 and can be “blotted out from men’s hearts,” causing error in the
practical reason by concupiscence, passions, evil persuasions, “by vicious customs and
corrupt habits”. 64 Thus, with such complications, it is necessary that we remain vigilant in our
pursuit of purity of heart and our endeavor to achieve the knowledge proper to our practical
reason.
To maintain right practical reason (i.e., prudence), St. Thomas teaches, three “acts” are
required. “The first is ‘to take counsel,’ which belongs to discovery, for counsel is an act of
inquiry”. 65 This step toward prudence is one of education. It involves research, acquiring
knowledge and seeking advice of experts. It “demands finding the relevant rules, values, and
goods involved in the particular situation.” 66 We seek counsel not only from these external
sources, but from those of our own “memory of the past, a keen understanding of the present,
and thoughtful perception of future possibilities.” 67 When we seek council, we try to inform our
decision in every way that seems appropriate. As we read from Aquinas, not all secondary
principles are known to all, so it is therefore incumbent upon each person to seek out the
knowledge proper to their decisions to ensure that they exercise wisdom and prudence.
Let us consider a practical example. Many doctors prescribe the birth control pill for a
number of reasons: to regulate women’s menstrual cycles, to help women avoid pregnancy, to
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alleviate menstrual migraines, to help skin problems, or to help polycystic ovarian syndrome. 68
While any of these may be a desired outcome, the doctor would do well to research the negative
outcomes of this medication, as they may outweigh the positives. 69 In seeking council on the
matter, the doctor may read scholarly journals, consult with medical experts, and take up the
question of how the pill achieves its desired goals. In so doing, the doctor may discover that on
the one hand, the pill can be used to treat acne, anemia, and ovarian cancer; 70 yet on the other
hand, she may also find that the pill increases risk of certain cancers, 71 may have a causal
relationship with depression, 72 and may even cause abortion. 73 It is this stage of inquiry that one
works to eliminate vincible error, which was discussed earlier. The more the doctor knows about
any medication she prescribes, the more knowledge she has to conduct her practical reason and
the more prudent she is in prescribing it (or in ceasing to prescribe it). The doctor ought to
engage in painstakingly thorough research and inquiry in order to avoid imprudent actions in her
prescriptions, which could amount to malpractice and the detriment of her patients. 74
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The next stage of prudence in Aquinas’ teaching is "‘to judge of what one has
discovered,’ and this is an act of the speculative reason.” 75 Upon retrieving further knowledge
concerning the matter in question, the person is prepared to make an informed decision. What
Thomas means by an act of “speculative reason” is that the decision or judgment is an act of the
intellect; it does not result in action until the final step of practical reason. To better illustrate this
stage, which may seem obvious or implicit, we continue with our example of the doctor.
With all of the new knowledge she has acquired from her research and inquiry, the doctor
can now compare positive aspects of the pill with the negative. Her objective here is to mentally
determine whether the positive aspects sufficiently outweigh the negative (and that no
intrinsically evil—and therefore absolutely unjustifiable—side effects exist) so that she can
prudently and in good, sincere conscience, prescribe it. She may have discovered during her
inquiry, for instance, that one possible side effect of the pill is that it can “render the uterine wall
inhospitable to any accidental zygote that may have formed,” 76 in the unlikely—yet possible—
case of conception. She may also hold that a zygote is a human life—a person endowed with the
same rights enjoyed by all persons living outside the womb. In such a case, her speculative
reason would most likely direct her to the conclusion that prescribing the pill is incompatible
with her overarching attitude of faith that implies charity toward God and neighbor, necessitating
the protection of this “zygote,” to whom she believes the unconditional right to life is due.
For greater clarity, we will now match the doctor example with Aquinas’ reference to
primary, known principles and secondary, unknown principles. For Aquinas, universal principles
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are known to all. In this case the general principle would be along these lines: All innocent
human life ought to be protected. Virtually no one would argue against this; if we took a survey
of random people on the street, they would likely all support this claim. This is not because
everyone was taught this concept at a young age. It is implicit and universal. For primary
principles, the “truth or rectitude is the same for all, and is equally known by all,” 77 without
having to be taught or explained.
The second principle, that the birth control pill can endanger innocent human life, is
much less intuitive. Here we have a secondary principle, “certain matters of detail, which are
conclusions, as it were, of those general principles,” 78 the concluding of which is the result not
only of the general principle, but of “discovery through experience, or through teaching.” 79 The
more knowledge we gain and considerations we make in the first stage of attaining prudence,
that is, in seeking council, the better equipped we are to arrive at a true conclusion in our second
stage of judgment.
During this stage, it is also worth mentioning that in addition to employing knowledge
gained from the first stage, we also engage in prayer, seeking the guidance of the Holy Spirit to
help us to act according to the faith that governs our outlook on reality. Especially in matters that
are controversial and do not have an obvious right answer, it can be helpful to also employ St.
Ignatius of Loyola’s tools of discernment. In Ignatian Spirituality, we acknowledge our feelings
of either consolation or desolation; the former “leads you to feel encouraged, confident, and calm
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in your decision,” 80 and the latter “leads you toward hopelessness [and makes you] agitated or
restless or, as Ignatius says, ‘listless, tepid, and unhappy.’” 81 Paying attention to these feelings
can help us to determine what the right decision is. Having done the due diligence of a thorough
and sincere inquiry in the first act of prudence, a useful criterion in attempting a judgment
consistent with my general attitude of faith and search for truth is a deep sense of “peace and
joy.” 82
We now approach the third, final, and chief act of practical reason, and that is “‘to
command,’ which act consists in applying to action the things counselled and judged.” 83 Put
simply, it is to command an action after research and deliberation. This is the stage in which
conscience really shines. Having been well informed, the acting person is able to carefully
determine the best path through reason; conscience then commands the person to take this or that
path, thereby fulfilling the acts of prudence.
Considering these three acts of prudence, “captured in the phrase, ‘Look, Judge, and
Act’”, 84 conscience is shown to be a process. While the previous section demonstrated the way
in which conscience can be considered a voice or impulse, practically devoid of deliberation,
here we see that conscience is also a process that involves extensive inquiry and deliberation
before taking the form of a thoughtful command.
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Fundamental Option
Conscience takes the form of a process when one strives for the virtue of prudence, but in
a more fundamental way, conscience as a process can encompass one’s whole life. This lifelong
process of conscience is closer in meaning to the Christian identification of conscience with
faith. As John Paul II states in Veritatis Splendor, “freedom is not only the choice for one or
another particular action; it is also, within that choice, a decision about oneself and a setting of
one's own life for or against the Good, for or against the Truth, and ultimately for or against
God.” 85 We determine ourselves as ultimately for God or against God, just as in our act of faith,
we assent to God and his revealed truths.
However, just as in the assent of faith entails “the obedience of faith,” 86 so does the
ultimate decision for God contain several implications for how we ought to conduct ourselves.
We are responsible for behaving in a way consistent with our overarching principle; our
fundamental option becomes the undercurrent to our concrete actions. It is not enough claim to
be a disciple; the true Christian lives his discipleship in the small, daily acts that make up his life.
John Paul states:
By his fundamental choice, man is capable of giving his life direction and of progressing,
with the help of grace, toward his end, following God's call. But this capacity is actually
exercised in the particular choices of specific actions, through which man deliberately
conforms himself to God's will, wisdom and law. 87
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Along these lines, John Paul warns against the separation of fundamental option and
concrete actions. He insists that our behavior needs moral integrity, meaning that our actions are
consistent with our general orientation. Fundamental choice directs me, but it does not constitute
my morality; the full integrity of it, including all my particular choices and acts, make up my
moral state.
The importance of the unity of fundamental choice with concrete acts is especially
important in Christianity. This is because when we violate our fundamental choice by engaging
in “conscious decisions to the contrary, with regard to morally grave matter,” 88 the fundamental
option is revoked. This means my general attitude of faith, no matter how convicted, heartfelt, or
enthusiastic, does not compensate entirely for my relationship with God. Through my concrete
acts, I have the power to (unavoidably) express and strengthen my fundamental relationship with
God, or to violate, weaken, or even sever it. This is why being a so-called “good person” is not
enough to qualify us for the state of grace. A single mortal sin is a direct offense against God,
and even the longest tally of good deeds cannot outweigh such a sin.
John Paul is explicit about this point in order to argue against the claim that only “an
explicit and formal rejection of God and neighbor” 89 can change our fundamental option. He
argues instead that love for God, obedience of faith, and the response of discipleship as a
fundamental option entail acts and decisions in conformity with this option. On the other hand, it
would follow that, in acting in ways that violate the choice for God and discipleship through
consciously and gravely disordered actions, we reveal within ourselves a state of “contempt for
the divine law, a rejection of God’s love for humanity and the whole of creation…[turning] away
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from God and [losing] charity.” 90 Therefore, John Paul concludes that our fundamental option
for God is not only lost by a formal rejection of God, but even our small, concrete acts can
radically change our fundamental orientation. 91
To bring this theory down to earth, let us consider marriage as an example. In marriage,
spouses need to trust each other in order for the marriage to thrive. In the vows, “I promise to be
true to you in good times and in bad, in sickness and in health. I will love you and honor you all
the days of my life,” each spouse publicly declares their fundamental option to love, honor, and
be true to their spouse.
Now, consider the scenario wherein the husband has a secret gambling addiction, and he
is technically stealing money (and time) from his family. In so doing, he is violating his
relationship with his wife in grave and conscious ways. He knows this is wrong, yet he does it
again and again. We would say that he is violating his fundamental option to love, honor, and be
true to his wife, even though he does not directly come out and declare expressions contradicting
his vows. Even after remorsefully coming forward and confessing all he has done to his wife and
obtaining her forgiveness, he must amend his life and cease the concrete actions of gambling and
lying. Even after having confessed, each subsequent, concrete act of excessive gambling and
lying about it violates his fundamental choice again in a grave manner. Likewise, when we act in
ways that gravely violate our fundamental choice of faith and discipleship, we must repent, seek
forgiveness, and amend our lives in order to fundamentally reorient ourselves to God.
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To bring this back to our point about conscience being a process, the fundamental option
gives us a guiding principle and an ideal for our concrete actions. In the Christian context,
conscience is identified with faith as a fundamental option, and conscience directs man to act
according to this faith. Thus, in completing each small act in accordance with our fundamental
option, we advance on our pilgrimage of faith and toward the perfection to which God calls us.
The Christian spends his entire life “deliberately [conforming] himself to God’s will, wisdom
and law.” 92
What Conscience is Not
As discussed in the first chapter, the modern era saw a shift in the understanding of
conscience. The weight of personal judgment and freedom increased to the point of
overshadowing the value of objective truth and order. 93 John Paul states in Veritatis Splendor:
Certain currents of modern thought have gone so far as to exalt freedom to such an extent
that it becomes an absolute, which would then be the source of values … The individual
conscience is accorded the status of a supreme tribunal of moral judgment which hands
down categorical and infallible decisions about good and evil. To the affirmation that one
has a duty to follow one's conscience is unduly added the affirmation that one's moral
judgment is true merely by the fact that it has its origin in the conscience. But in this way
the inescapable claims of truth disappear, yielding their place to a criterion of sincerity,
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authenticity and "being at peace with oneself", so much so that some have come to adopt
a radically subjectivistic conception of moral judgment. 94
Along the same lines as Pope John Paul II, Cardinal Pell distinguishes between this
subjectivistic view, which he dubs “Primacy of Conscience,” and the Church’s view, “Primacy
of Truth.” The former values the conscience as a kind of personal oracle, to which truth is
subject. In this view, conscience is the boss, and its integrity results from how “true” the subject
is to himself, rather than to the truth. 95 The latter values an objective law, a truth, to which the
conscience is subject. According to this view, the conscience gains integrity as it aligns with
what is objectively, morally right. It is dangerous indeed to fall into the former belief, as it leads
to the abandonment of God’s law altogether. Why would we need to refer to an external law
when each person is his own law-giver? God’s law is meant to guide us to our fulfillment, and
when we seek our immediate preferences in exchange for his law, we forfeit the promise of
happiness and the ultimate fulfillment that only God can give.
Simply put, conscience must not be reduced to mere emotion. 96 It is not a personal moral
“sense” that can change as the wind blows or even as a person’s perspective matures. Conscience
itself is not the trump card. Conscience is a messenger of truth to the subject, not the determiner
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of truth. “Conscience does not constitute an autonomous and exclusive authority for deciding the
truth of a doctrine.” 97 It is the agent’s ability to apply what is objectively true to his particular
situation, and to freely act according to this truth, here and now.
Responsibilities to Conscience
Whether we view conscience as a voice, an act of judgment, or a lifelong process, we
have the responsibility to both follow and form it. We discussed the binding force of conscience
to a certain extent. Here, we will examine this further, exploring the erring conscience in greater
detail. It will become evident that since we must follow our conscience in every case, we have
the grave duty of forming it, so that it directs us well and so that our resulting actions are good
and consistent with the truth. Here we will look to the methods of formation for our consciences,
as well as the pastoral implications this has within the greater community.
Responsibility to Follow our Conscience
When conscience concerns future acts to be done or not done, it “assumes the nature of a
command or moral imperative. Its ‘mandatory power’ is not arbitrary but springs from a
‘conviction of the truthfulness of the good”. 98 We all know the feeling or sense that we “should”
or “should not” do something, along with the pressure placed on us by this imperative character
of conscience. It not only helps us figure out what the best choice is, but it commands us to
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follow through. It bothers us and even torments us. 99 This prompting force is the binding power
of conscience; we must follow it.

John Paul cites St. Bonaventure, who “teaches that ‘conscience is like God’s herald and
messenger; it does not command things on its own authority, but commands them as coming
from God’s authority, like a herald when he proclaims the edict of the king. This is why
conscience has binding force’.” 100 There is a weight of authority, higher than my own, and the
stakes are high. St. Thomas teaches that conscience “binds not because it proclaims an obligation
arising from itself, but rather one which comes from the eternal law of God. It is an obligation
imposed definitively by God, who is the end and true good of the human person.” 101

When a higher and trusted authority commands me to do something, I am compelled to
obey, both out of respect for the authority and in order to remain in good standing with that
authority; this is all the more powerful when I understand the motives behind the order, or when
I am a beneficiary, although these factors are not necessary. To use a light-hearted example, if an
expert in cake-making tells me to bring the butter to room temperature before beating it into
frosting, I feel the pressure that I ought to do it; otherwise, I know the quality of my frosting is at
stake. Likewise, and much more serious, God, the author of all creation, upon Whose mercy we
rely for our salvation, reveals certain commandments that are necessary for eternal life (Lk
18:18-20). I know that it is in my best interest to heed these terms since I hope to receive eternal
life from Him.

99

ST, I, q. 79, a. 13, co., trans. English Dominican Province.
Veritatis Splendor, §58.
101
Brian V. Johnstone, “Conscience and Error,” in Readings in Moral Theology: Conscience, ed. Charles
E. Curran (New York: Paulist, 2004), 163.
100

42

Erring Conscience
Is conscience binding even when it errs? Brian Johnstone poses this question well. “How
can it be that conscience, in the case where it does not mediate the eternal law, that is where
conscience is in error, still communicates the obligatory power of that law?”102 Catholic tradition
teaches that we must always act in accord with our sincere conscience. We established above that
the subjective aspect of conscience—the acting person’s sincere belief that an act is good—holds
primacy over the objective—whether the act is truly good, while both are necessary for the act to
be good. When the person sincerely believes that an act is good, even if the belief is invincibly
erroneous, he must follow through according to this judgment.
For Aquinas, the person who acts in sincere yet involuntarily erroneous conscience is
excused from sinning, but sincerity and involuntariness of error does not render the act a good
act. For example, if I try to put out a grease fire by pouring water on it, never having learned that
water exacerbates grease fires, then the moral character of my act is good, while the objective
quality is evil. My ignorance and good intention do not render a positive result when I pour water
on a grease fire. So long as my ignorance in this situation is innocent and “involuntary,” meaning
it is not due to “negligence, by reason of a man not wishing to know what he ought to know,” 103
then I am not “wrong” for doing it or morally culpable for the evil that ensues.
St. Alphonsus Liguori takes this a step further and teaches that “one who acts with an
invincibly erroneous conscience not only does not sin, but probably acquires merit.” 104 St.
Alphonsus acknowledges the objective evil, while emphasizing the moral good of the agent.
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Because the agent acts with prudence, the virtue that directs a good conscience, “he or she earns
merit, on account of the good end for which he or she acts, namely the glory of God and the good
of the neighbor.” 105
So, to answer the question posed by Johnstone, conscience binds by the power of the
eternal law, even when it does not accurately mediate this law, because the person genuinely
thinks he is mediating this law and his error is through no fault of his own. By choosing an evil
under the genuine conviction that it is good, the person chooses it for goodness’ sake, moved by
the goodness he perceives and actively wills good. The person moves in his heart and conscience
toward God, even though the object is not actually true, good, or of God.
On the other hand, if a person does good, under the impression that he is sinning, he is
likewise held accountable according to how faithful he is to his conscience. If his conscience
judges something as wrong, and he does it anyway, he is wrong in doing it, even if he was
mistaken and it was actually good. 106 This is due to the same principle, that moral quality of his
action is determined by his sincere judgment; if conscience errs in the conclusion that he should
do or avoid something, and he acts contrarily (and does something that is objectively good and
harmless), he is still at fault. For example, if someone applies the principle that people should
fast from meat on Good Friday, and he mistakes today for Good Friday (but it is actually Holy
Thursday), and deliberately and obstinately eats meat anyway, he does something objectively
and religiously harmless; however, since he genuinely believes that what he is doing is wrong, he
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acts against the judgment of his conscience and the command of prudence. Therefore, he is
wrong and his act is morally evil; thus, his will becomes evil. 107
Responsibility to Form our Conscience
Since we are bound to obey our conscience, it is incumbent upon us to ensure that we
equip our consciences with all the information it needs to direct us rightly. Relying on God who
draws us to himself via our consciences and our natural inclination to the good, and striving to
grow in the virtue of prudence, which rightly directs conscience, we aim to remain oriented
toward God and goodness in every act and in our fundamental direction. “The education of
conscience is indispensable for human beings who are subjected to negative influences and
tempted by sin to prefer their own judgment and to reject authoritative teachings.” 108 We are
fallible and fallen creatures, prone to error, selfishness, and sin. Therefore, considering our fallen
state, alongside the binding force of our conscience, it becomes clear that we must seek
formation so that our conscience does not fall into error and misguide us.
Since man is not the one to determine what is good or evil, but must freely align himself
with the transcendent truth, he needs to know what that truth is in order to weigh his actions
against it. Cardinal Pell put it best when he said, “The formation of a Christian conscience is thus
a dignifying and liberating experience; it does not mean a resentful submission to God’s law but
a free choosing of that law as our life’s ideal.” 109 We recognize that God’s law is our greatest
107
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promise of happiness, and we therefore dedicate ourselves to a lifetime of formation according to
it. Our conscience is more dignified the more informed it is, and it gains value not by merely
asserting itself according to its own convictions, but by referring to the truth whence it finds its
answers.
We are not isolated individuals, left to reinvent the wheel in our moral discernments.
Richard Gula explains that the social nature of conscience is found in the etymology of the term,
which, again, means “know together with.” He says, “While the judgment of conscience is
always made for oneself (what I must do), it is never formed by oneself.” 110 His point is that we
are all influenced by our communities, our experiences, our habits, and our sins, to the point that
we cannot single-handedly maneuver our way through the moral life and find what is true or best
on our own. Whether we realize it or not, we do and we must “consult the established sources of
wisdom.” 111 The worthier the source, the more effectively it will orient us to our true end of
ultimate happiness and communion with God.
John Paul emphasizes the theme of conversion in the process of forming our consciences;
by so doing, we make conscience “the object of a continuous conversion to what is true and to
what is good.” 112 John Paul emphasizes conversion in Veritatis Splendor, arguing that “It is the
‘heart’ converted to the Lord and to the love of what is good which is really the source
of true judgments of conscience.” 113 Knowing the truth is not enough, it is the identification of
the good as my good. 114
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Major sources for formation of the Christian conscience (qua Christian) are family life
and faith life; these sources draw from and orient the conscience toward an identification with
their faith. Specifically, the Magisterium of the Catholic Church is “a great help for the
formation of conscience,” 115 since the Church was entrusted by God with the task and the
authority to teach and guide us in matters of faith and morals.
It is the family who first and most fundamentally forms the person. During the most
formative years of a child’s life, the parents are responsible for forming the consciences of their
children both through their example of faith, prudence, and charity and through explicit teaching.
This is a sacred duty and must not be neglected or taken lightly. 116
Religious communities, such as parishes, youth groups or men’s and women’s groups,
continued catechesis, catholic schools and universities, and charity work are all formative to the
conscience. These all ought to provide a kind of continued education, strengthening the
Christian’s perspective of faith that governs all he does. In both the broad and the practical
senses, the Christian conscience should be supported and strengthened in these communities.
In a formal way, the Church herself is moral formator of the Christian conscience. Pope
Paul VI states in Dignitatis Humanae:
In the formation of their consciences, the Christian faithful ought carefully to attend to
the sacred and certain doctrine of the Church. For the Church is, by the will of Christ, the
teacher of the truth. It is her duty to give utterance to, and authoritatively to teach, that
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truth which is Christ Himself, and also to declare and confirm by her authority those
principles of the moral order which have their origins in human nature itself. 117
We encounter in the Magisterium of the Church a reliable source of truth, instituted and
protected by God so that we may follow it without hesitation. Doing so is not blind or robotic,
since we are free to research and discover for ourselves the reasons behind the Church’s
teachings. Additionally, we have good reason to trust and follow the Magisterium as our
unfailing guide, and we therefore give our assent using our full human agency, consciousness,
and intentionality, as opposed to a kind of blind or subconscious passivity. We are wise to turn to
the Magisterium to form our consciences, for in the Magisterium,
The Church puts herself always and only at the service of conscience, helping it to avoid
being tossed to and fro by every wind of doctrine proposed by human deceit
(cf. Eph 4:14), and helping it not to swerve from the truth about the good of man, but
rather, especially in more difficult questions, to attain the truth with certainty and to abide
in it. 118
Conclusion
In this section, we explored several manifestations of conscience as it is commonly
understood; these included conscience as an interior voice, as an act of practical judgment, and
as a lifelong process. According to all of these understandings, conscience directs our choices
and links our subjective freedom with objective truth. 119 We discovered that the fullest, Christian
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understanding of the term identifies conscience with faith, insisting that through conscience, man
orients both his whole life and his individual acts to God, Who is his ultimate end.
We also clarified that conscience is not a mere feeling or subjective, personal sense of
right and wrong. This is a prominently erroneous conception of conscience found in
contemporary culture.
Finally, we discussed the responsibilities that we all have of following our consciences,
even when they err. The reason for this is that they carry the authority of God, even while we
misinterpret his voice and mis-apply his truth to our experience. It is because we are so prone to
error that we are also responsible for forming our consciences according to the truth to prevent
such errors. In the following chapter, we will discover several sources by which we ought to
form our consciences.
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Chapter 3: The Components of Conscience: Subjective Freedom and Objective Truth
Introduction
In Chapter 1, we discussed the history of the notion of conscience, considering several
aspects of conscience that are still in play today; these include antecedent and consequent
conscience, good and evil conscience, and the identification of conscience with God’s voice and
with our Christian faith. In Chapter 2, we looked at the meaning of conscience today, specifically
understood as an interior voice, a practical judgment, and a lifelong process, along with our
obligation to both follow and form our consciences. Here in Chapter 3, we shall examine the
working components of a healthy conscience; this consists of a balanced interplay of our
subjective freedom with objective truth. As stated in the introduction, it is the aim of this paper
to establish that genuine human freedom is founded upon truth. We will begin this chapter with
an examination of the truth as it is known and safeguarded by various forms of law. After a
discussion on law, we will take up human freedom, aiming to establish that man is most free
when he acts in accord with his nature and with his supernatural end of communion with God.
Of the three manifestations of conscience from Chapter 2, conscience as a practical
judgment affords us the clearest context for a discussion of the meeting place of law and
freedom. The law, being exterior, is often considered a hindrance to our freedom, which is more
internal. In his conscience—his heart—man decides how to interact with his world. Here the
Christian decides how to react to his reality in a way that is “worthy of his dignity and vocation
as an adopted son of God.” 120
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As noted above, Aquinas incorporates both subjective and objective realities of
conscience, defining it as “knowledge applied to an individual case”. 121 Man’s experience is the
subjective reality. He experiences his world, his surroundings, his options, and his own freedom.
The objective aspect of conscience is the truth which man observes, by which he strives to shape
his actions. It consists of the known good, which includes “all the knowledge of goodness that we
can gain through study, education, reflection, perception, and above all, personal experience.” 122
Conscience has also been termed “man’s free adoption of God’s law” 123 by Cardinal Pell
as well as John Paul II, and this definition also incorporates both subjective and objective aspects
of conscience. Man’s free adoption is the subjective aspect, and God’s law is the objective. We
first turn to a discussion on the objective aspect: truth found in and protected by law.
Law
The Catholic understanding of conscience presupposes an order that transcends man. It is
not an invention of, but an apprehension of and assent to, something above and outside of
itself. 124 We discover truth and adhere to it. The term “law” for our purposes, refers to that
objective moral order that results from God’s design. We will discuss law under the categories of
“divine law” and “natural law,” but no matter the qualifier, “law” always points to the objective
order. It is the law—natural or divine—that grants us access to the truth and safeguards that same
truth. It bids us to adhere to it so that we may act according to the truth which transcends us.
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We can only know the laws of God’s order insofar as he reveals them to us, which he has
done publicly throughout salvation history. In a certain way, he also does this privately in the
heart of every man. Here we distinguish between natural law and revealed law, both of which are
contained within “God’s law.” As Newman explains, “[God] implanted this Law, which is
Himself, in the intelligence of all His rational creatures.” 125 Newman also cites St. Thomas
Aquinas in reference to natural law, which Thomas describes as, “participation of
the eternal law in the rational creature.” 126 It is objective and absolute, and our cooperation with
it is what determines the moral value of our actions. We are responsible for using our conscience
to apprehend this law and act in according to it.
Natural Law
Within our very makeup as humans is “natural law,” which grants us access to the very
law of God—God’s own divine and eternal law. Natural law is written on the human heart. 127 It
is this truth of our being, of our human nature, that is attested to by natural law, that “light of
understanding infused in us by God, whereby we understand what must be done and what must
be avoided.” 128 These moral norms are set in place by the order by which we were made. Acts
that affirm our nature and advance us toward our natural perfection are good, while acts against
our nature are self-destructive and evil.
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Flowing from our human nature and the objective order of creation, natural law is
universally applicable to all. John Paul II states, “Inasmuch as the natural law expresses the
dignity of the human person and lays the foundation for his fundamental rights and duties, it is
universal in its precepts and its authority extends to all mankind.” 129 Moreover, “the universality
and the immutability of the moral norm make manifest and at the same time serve to protect the
personal dignity and inviolability of man, on whose face is reflected the splendour of God.” 130 It
is evident, then, that our very nature as humans carries a law that is meant to uphold and protect
the nature and dignity of all human persons. Moreover, natural law is additionally universally
accessible to all, because it is “inscribed in the rational nature of the person” 131 and “written and
engraved in the heart of each and every man,” 132 Thus, all human persons, capable of accessing
natural law, are therefore able to “discern good from evil, which is the function of the natural
law”. 133

Of the myriad precepts discovered through natural law, here are a few mentioned by St.
Thomas Aquinas:

•

“preserving human life, and of warding off its obstacles”

•

“sexual intercourse, education of offspring”

•

“inclination to know the truth about God, and to live in society”

•

“[inclination] to shun ignorance, to avoid offending those among whom one has
to live” 134

Divine Law

129

Ibid., §51.
Ibid., §90.
131
Ibid., §12.
132
Ibid., §44.
133
Ibid., §42.
130

134

All four of these quotes are from ST, II-I, q. 94, a. 2, co., trans. English Dominican Province.
53

While natural law gives us a share in God’s divine law, there is more to his law and
wisdom that cannot be apprehended through nature or human power alone. Rather, we must rely
on divine revelation to know the Divine Law of God. While knowledge of natural law is required
for the attainment of man’s natural good, divine law is required for the attainment of eternal life.
Cardinal Newman describes the “Divine Law” as “The rule of ethical truth, the standard of right
and wrong, a sovereign, irreversible, absolute authority in the presence of men and Angels.” 135 It
is absolute, and it reigns regardless of how many people respect its authority. Ultimately, these
laws educate us as to their respective objective realities, indicating how we ought to act in order
to attain to the perfection with respect to both natural and supernatural realities
In several ways throughout salvation history, God has revealed his law to us, giving us an
increasing share in his wisdom. Here we will examine the ways God has revealed his law to us
through the Old and New Testaments, as well as in the teaching office of the Church, known as
the Magisterium. 136
Old Testament
In the Old Testament, God shared with his chosen people the Mosaic Law, in which the
Hebrew people found the ways of life that would lead them to their greatest prosperity. The Law
informed every aspect of their lives. It formed their consciences, as their actions were considered
either good or evil according to how well they aligned with the Law. They were technically free
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to act as they willed, as God did not hinder their autonomy simply by revealing his Law to them.
However, by violating the Law, they sinned and broke their covenant with God, and this led to
their demise. Because of this, and because of the communion with God and prosperity promised
for their obedience to the Law, the Hebrew people were motivated to obey the Law, and they did
so by freely aligning their actions with the Law.
In giving the Hebrew people the Mosaic Law, God made a covenant with them; if they
heeded his commands, he would in turn be their God. Repeatedly throughout the Old Testament,
we see God reminding the people that their actions in accord with the Law will bring them
prosperity, but their rejection of the Law will result in death and despair. In Exodus, God told the
people, “If you listen closely to the voice of the LORD, your God, and do what is right in his
eyes: if you heed his commandments and keep all his statutes, I will not afflict you with any of
the diseases with which I afflicted the Egyptians; for I, the LORD, am your healer” (Ex 15:26
NABRE). God reveals to the people that he is the judge of right and wrong. In order to flourish,
they must obey his commands and pay close attention to his voice. Already, living a good moral
life is associated with and necessary for a relationship with God.
Likewise, in Deuteronomy, God warns against disobedience, “But if you will not obey
the voice of the LORD your God or be careful to do all his commandments and his statutes which
I command you this day, then all these curses shall come upon you and overtake you” (Deut
28:15 RSV). Following this is an extensive list of curses, touching virtually every aspect of their
lives. God threatens to smite them in every heart-wrenching way imaginable, from taking away
their children (Deut 28:32 RSV), to destroying their sustainability (Deut 28:22 24 RSV), and
causing sickness of mind and body (Deut 28:27-28 RSV). The condition is simple: If you want to
thrive and be happy, do as God commands.
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Even before God made the Covenant through Moses, the same principle applied to the
very first man, Adam. “The LORD God gave the man this order: You are free to eat from any of
the trees of the garden except the tree of knowledge of good and evil. From that tree you shall not
eat; when you eat from it you shall die” (Gen 2:16-17 NABRE). Here God warns Adam against
disobeying his orders. The penalty for disobedience is death. Therefore, Adam is to act in a way
that pleases God, if he desires to keep his life. Beginning with the first human in biblical history,
we have divine law. Doing as God commands preserves life, and disobeying him results in death.
As in the previous example, this is just one of the instances of its kind. Indeed, their obedience
did lead them to flourish, and by their disobedience, they brought destruction upon themselves,
for God is faithful to his word. Throughout the Old Testament, we find several other instances of
God promising human flourishing in exchange for their loyalty to him and his commands, as
well as God punishing the people due to their disobedience or rejection.
God’s Call to Conversion Proves the People’s Free Will
The fact that God gave the people commandments of the covenant and reminded the
following generations repeatedly of the promise, and the cost of their neglecting their end of
the deal, tells strongly of the freedom of the people. If they were not free, God would not be
so adamant with them. He would simply command, and they would obey. Clearly, this is not
so. Too many occurrences throughout the Old Testament tell of God punishing the people for
their lack of obedience. In Amos, God tells them “I will not take it back; because they…did
not remember the covenant of brotherhood” (Amos 1:9 NABRE); 137 also, “I will not take it
back; because they spurned the instruction of the LORD, and did not keep his statutes” (Amos
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2:4 NABRE). If God had removed their freedom, he would not repeatedly call the people to
conversion; he would not beg of the people to remember the covenant and obey.
In Isaiah, God says to the people, “Come now, let us set things right, says the LORD:
Though your sins be like scarlet, they may become white as snow… If you are willing, and
obey, you shall eat the good things of the land; But if you refuse and resist, you shall be eaten
by the sword” (Is 1:18-20 NABRE). This passage could not illustrate the moral system more
clearly. First, God summons the people, and indicates that there is an objective right and
wrong, and that his way is right. Then he offers them a clean slate on the condition that they
come, repent, and obey his commands. He promises prosperity in return for their obedience,
and death if they reject his commands. It is up to them to decide which consequence they
prefer, and to use reason to inform the manner in which they act. They are free to obey or
disobey, but they cannot determine whether obedience or disobedience will warrant them life
or death—they cannot change the objective moral order. They must accept that their free
actions have consequences that are out of their control, as there is a Law and an order higher
than themselves, and in which their actions are a mere participation. 138 They cannot determine
the laws of morality, 139 but they can and must learn them. They must form their consciences
according to the truth that God revealed; he did so for their own sake, so that they can do
good and bring good upon themselves. If they educate themselves and their children on how
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to live a moral life—that is, what God requires of them—then they can act from formed
consciences, and bring upon themselves the prosperity that God promises and desires for
them.
The Decalogue
Perhaps the most familiar set of moral principles from the Bible are the Ten
Commandments. 140 In them we find “precepts bearing on the fundamental obligations of
religion and morality and embodying the revealed expression of the Creator's will in relation
to man's whole duty to God and to his fellow-creatures.” 141 The first three pertain to the love
and respect we owe God, and the final seven direct us in our love and respect for our
neighbor.
After Moses received and relayed the Ten Commandments to Israel, he warned them,
“You shall walk in all the way which the LORD your God has commanded you, that you may
live, and that it may go well with you, and that you may live long in the land which you shall
possess” (Deut 5:33 RSV). Here, again, we see the theme of obedience to God’s commands
resulting in life and prosperity.
As we will see later in our discussion of God’s law in the New Testament, Jesus
elevates the moral code through his preaching of the Beatitudes and through his
commandment of love. 142 However, he still upholds these as basic commandments which
ought to be observed. When asked what must be done to inherit eternal life, Jesus cited these
commandments, saying, “You know the commandments: ‘Do not commit adultery, Do not
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kill, Do not steal, Do not bear false witness, Honor your father and mother’” (Lk 18:20
RSV). Even Jesus acknowledges these commandments as conditions for eternal life. 143 While
these commandments are fulfilled in the “Law of the Gospel”, 144 they remain an effective
“light offered to the conscience of every man to make God's call and ways known to him and
to protect him against evil.” 145 They are our aids, guiding us to the promised reward of eternal
life.
Prophets
In addition to explicit laws, God spoke through prophets, calling his people back to
himself. He emphasized the importance of a contrite heart over merely robotic obedience. While
we would not call this observation a “law” in the concrete sense, we do notice that it implies a
sense of directing or commanding of our subjective disposition. There is an objective principle
that God is instructing us to consider and use as we form our consciences and execute acts
according to his law.
God desires much more than a robotic, going-through-the-motions obedience to his
commandments. The whole reason he reveals his divine law to us is so that we can have a
relationship with him. This means that what he desired from the people of the Old Testament—
as well as from all of us today—is the conversion of our hearts. When we follow his commands,
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and choose to live and act as he wills us to, not only our actions, but even our hearts, must be
directed toward him, fully investing ourselves in this relationship.
From the prophet Jeremiah, for instance, we read:
“Return, O faithless sons,
I will heal your faithlessness.”
“Behold, we come to thee;
for thou art the LORD our God.” 146
Here we see God calling Israel to conversion after they have betrayed the covenant. He beckons
them to return so he can heal them. In this passage, there is an invitation and a response: Israel
responds and returns to the Lord. There is something personal about their response, “Behold, we
come to thee,” something more than mere obedience to dry commands. It is as if we can read
through the lines and see their hearts, turning so tenderly, so vividly. There is a sense of love
here, a humble acceptance and receptivity on the part of Israel. Israel reciprocates God’s reinitiation to the covenant and once again affirms their allegiance to God.
We find this theme of conversion of the heart even more explicitly stated in Joel:
“Yet even now,” says the LORD,
“return to me with all your heart,
with fasting, with weeping, and with mourning;
and rend your hearts and not your garments.” 147
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Notice that God is not telling his people to obey his commands here, but to return with all their
hearts. Surely, this implies a re-ordering of their lives to God and aligning their actions with the
commandments of the covenant. However, God emphasizes the heart and does not leave it out of
his purview. While yes, he requires obedience to his commands, he does not want acts alone, but
our heart, our intention, our desire, as well.
New Testament
In the New Testament, we encounter a new law that fulfills the old. “The New Law or the
Law of the Gospel is the perfection here on earth of the divine law, natural and revealed.” 148 This
New Law is manifest primarily through the Sermon on the Mount and through “the ‘new
commandment’ of Jesus, to love one another as he has loved us.” 149
We will first look to the Sermon on the Mount, during which Christ preached tenants of
the New Law. John Paul notes in Veritatis Splendor that the rich young man in the Gospel has
kept the Commandments but is left dissatisfied. He yearns for yet a greater perfection than is
achieved through keeping the basic Commandments of the Old Law. “Conscious of the young
man's yearning for something greater, which would transcend a legalistic interpretation of the
commandments, the Good Teacher invites him to enter upon the path of perfection.” 150 This
interaction of the young man with Jesus reveals that there is a path of perfection that goes
beyond the commandments. This, again, is the conversion of the heart, which draws man into
deeper interior perfection than meeting external commandments would.
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In the Sermon on the Mount, “Jesus presents God’s demand not by dispensing with the
Law but by asking for a deeper observance that gets to the reason why its demands were
formulated, i.e., to be ‘perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect’”. 151 The New Law elevates the
Old Law; 152 by observing the New Law, we implicitly fulfill and even surpass the Old Law. We
obey the precepts of the Commandments with all our hearts. We even attain to “the perfection of
the heavenly Father”. 153
In St. Augustine’s commentary on the Sermon on the Mount, he distinguishes between
the outward and inward observation of God’s commands. Regarding the Commandment against
killing, he says, “we preserve our innocence both outwardly when we do not kill, and in heart
when we are not angry.” 154 Thus, the New Law calls us to align ourselves with God’s law both
inwardly and outwardly. It is not enough to go through the motions of obedience while our hearts
are not directed toward the Kingdom of Heaven. Perfection consists in full conversion and full
conformity with the heart of God.
Let us take up some examples from Scripture. In the example concerning adultery, Jesus
said, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall not commit adultery.’ But I say to you that
every one who looks at a woman lustfully has already committed adultery with her in his heart”
(Mt 5:27-28 RSV). Jesus acknowledges the Commandment forbidding adultery, and he follows it
up with a further command. Not only must we avoid explicit, adulterous acts, but we must even
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avoid those acts that lead to adultery. To be perfect, we must be outwardly pure, avoiding
adulterous acts, and inwardly pure of heart, protecting our eyes and the movements of our hearts
from the attitude of infidelity. We must keep vigilant against lust in general, and look upon
others only with love and respect.
In the Gospel, we also encounter what we might call the “Commandment of Love.” Jesus
tells his disciples, “A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; even as I have
loved you, that you also love one another. By this all men will know that you are my disciples, if
you have love for one another” (Jn 13:34 RSV). 155 Here is a new, over-arching commandment,
including within itself all of the divine law. As we found in the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus does
not fulfill the Old Law as if to render it null. Rather, he calls us to abide by the commandments
in a fuller way. 156 We must act according to the truth contained in the divine law, and we must
also be conformed to this law from within.
Raymond Brown makes a helpful clarification:
This is ‘new’ not because the OT was lacking in love but because there are now two
peculiarly Christian modifications: The love is to be empowered and modeled on the way
Jesus manifested love for his disciples by dying and rising for them…and it is a love to
be extended to one’s fellow Christian disciples. 157
Only after Jesus endured his Passion and Death is the full meaning of his love revealed. There is
an objective standard to love—one that entails the high price of one’s own life. The new
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“Commandment of Love” is far from shallow or sentimental. Through this commandment, Jesus
demands that we imitate him in making full gifts of ourselves in love to our brothers and sisters.
This is the New Law, which contains “the entire Law of the Gospel”. 158 While it is
briefly stated, the “Commandment of Love” encompasses the entire divine law by which
Christians must form their consciences to be worthy of inheriting eternal life. This is the
commandment that leads us to the perfection for which God made us and to which he calls us
through the Law of the Gospel.
Let us take two more examples from the Gospels, placing them side-by-side, in order to
demonstrate Jesus’ point in the Law of the Gospel. In Matthew 5, Jesus says, “You have heard
that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, Love your
enemies and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father who is in
heaven” (Mt 5:43-45 RSV). We pair this with a passage from Luke 23:
And when they came to the place which is called The Skull, there they crucified him…
And Jesus said, “Father, forgive them; for they know not what they do”… And the people
stood by, watching; but the rulers scoffed at him, saying, “He saved others; let him save
himself, if he is the Christ of God, his Chosen One!” The soldiers also mocked him,
coming up and offering him vinegar, and saying, “If you are the King of the Jews, save
yourself!” (Lk 23:33-37 RSV )
In the first passage, Jesus teaches that Christian love applies not only to those who do
good to us, but even to our enemies. In the second passage, he demonstrates this very love. In the
midst of his own Passion and death, he offers a prayer of intercession on behalf of those who
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were crucifying and mocking him. He taught in Matthew, “Love your enemies and pray for those
who persecute you” (Mt 5:44 RSV), and in Luke, we see him doing exactly that. Here Christ
illustrates through his own actions that perfection to which he calls us. We must love and pray
for both neighbor and enemy, even at the cost of our own lives.
Jesus gave several directives concerning how we are to love our neighbor. He tells us to
forgive one another generously (Mt 5:39, 6:14-15; Lk 17:4), to feed the hungry, clothe the naked,
care for the sick, and visit the imprisoned (Mt 25:31-46). He tells us to give generously (Mk
12:41-44), to carry our personal crosses (Mt 5:42, 16:24), and to humbly suffer persecutions for
his sake (Jn 15:20). He asks us to go the extra mile, both literally (Mt 5:41) and concerning the
commandments. 159 We must love 160 our neighbor both exteriorly through our acts and even
interiorly from our heart.
We see the theme of the new Commandment to love our neighbor as fulfilling all other
commandments in the epistles of Paul and John. In Galatians 5, Paul writes, “For the whole law
is fulfilled in one word, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself’” (Gal 5:14 RSV), and in
Romans 13, he writes:
Owe no one anything, except to love one another; for he who loves his neighbor has
fulfilled the law. The commandments, “You shall not commit adultery, You shall not kill,
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You shall not steal, You shall not covet,” and any other commandment, are summed up in
this sentence, “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.” Love does no wrong to a
neighbor; therefore love is the fulfilling of the law. (Rom 13:8-10 RSV )
Paul, therefore, sees the law to love our neighbor as a sufficient fulfillment of all the
commandments as well as the entirety of Divine Law. “When he says, therefore, that all the
commandments are brought to their completing sum total in love of neighbor, he means that –
post Christum – love has taken the place of the commandments, being itself the comprehensive
and indelible guard against violation of neighbor.” 161
We must recognize an important detail when discussing Divine Law, and that is that we
cannot carry it out by our own power alone. 162 John Paul II states, “To imitate and live out the
love of Christ is not possible for man by his own strength alone. He becomes capable of this love
only by virtue of a gift received… Christ's gift is his Spirit, whose first "fruit" (cf. Gal 5:22) is
charity”. 163 We find basis for this in 1 John, which reads:
And this is his commandment, that we should believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ
and love one another, just as he has commanded us. All who keep his commandments
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abide in him, and he in them. And by this we know that he abides in us, by the Spirit
which he has given us. (1 Jn 3:23-24 RSV )
Not only do we receive the revelation of Divine Law from God, but also the power to live by it
as well. Through the gift of God’s Spirit, we are equipped to love as God loves, and to keep the
commandment to love (and therefore all God’s commandments contained therein).
It is worth reemphasizing the objectivity of these laws, contained in the “Commandment
of Love.” Jesus did not tell us to do our personal best. His instructions were not vague or loose.
Through his example of love, Jesus gave us the objective standard according to which we must
conform our acts and our hearts. As recipients of the Gospel, Christians must admit that we do
not create moral standards; rather, we observe and receive the truth that Christian morality is
founded upon and rooted in the genuine imitation of Christ. It is fulfilling the Commandments of
the Old Law, yes, but it is much more than that. It is conforming my heart to the heart of God.
By embracing the divine law both exteriorly and interiorly, I orient myself wholly to God,
achieving in a way, the fundamental option both in principle and in all of my particular acts that
abide by the “Commandment of Love.”
Magisterium

In addition to Sacred Scripture, Catholic Christians also rely upon the teaching office
of the Church in order to know God’s law. 164 We are privileged to have a living, dynamic
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“participation in [God’s] own infallibility.” 165 As “‘the servant’ of the word of God,” 166 the
Magisterium is “the sole authentic interpreter of the Word of God, written or handed down,
by virtue of the authority which it exercises in the name of Christ.” 167 The people of the Old
Testament had the Law to inform their practical judgments; the people of the New
Testament—today’s pilgrim Church—have the Magisterium. Made up of the Holy Father and
all bishops in communion with him, the Magisterium bears the authenticity and authority of
the apostles and the protection from error that Christ promised the Church. 168 With
confidence, Catholics can rely on the Magisterium for guiding their moral lives along the
straight and narrow path, and “interpreting and applying the moral truth found in revelation
and natural law to contemporary issues.” 169 Donum Veritatis puts it concisely:

“The Magisterium, therefore, has the task of discerning, by means of judgments
normative for the consciences of believers, those acts which in themselves conform to
the demands of faith and foster their expression in life and those which, on the
contrary, because intrinsically evil, are incompatible with such demands.” 170

It is worth emphasizing the role of service that the Magisterium enjoys. Dei Verbum
states:
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“This teaching office is not above the word of God, but serves it, teaching only what
has been handed on, listening to it devoutly, guarding it scrupulously and explaining it
faithfully in accord with a divine commission and with the help of the Holy Spirit, it
draws from this one deposit of faith everything which it presents for belief as divinely
revealed.” 171

The teaching office of the Church does not author or create new Divine Revelation. Whether
by positively offering an “authentic meaning of a particular text” 172 or by negatively
“[prohibiting] an erroneous interpretation, i.e., the teaching of what a particular biblical text
does not mean,” 173 the Magisterium serves, protects, and interprets existing Divine
Revelation.

The Magisterium provides guidance for our consciences and answers to contemporary
moral problems. Whether we consult it and heed its position is our choice. Each person is free
to assent or dissent, although the consequences of either option are unavoidable. Just as the
people of the Old Testament were free to obey or reject God’s Law, they were not free from
the reward of life or the punishment of death that would result from their free choices.

By heeding the Magisterium, we do not shackle our freedom or numb our faculty of
reason, resigning ourselves to a robotic obedience. On the contrary, in entrusting ourselves to
the Magisterium as our primary source of moral formation, we recognize that God has granted
us the key to the best life imaginable. We receive its instruction as God’s gift, his personal
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and direct guide for morality, which he “spontaneously offered to men and women to attain
eternal life, total intimacy with him.” 174 We participate in a moral order which we have not
designed, nor whose laws we can change. Viewing the Magisterium as a bleak
conglomeration of rules is very negative and sounds limiting. In truth, however, when the
Magisterium says “no” to something, the reason is because that act is not good, and we are
better off avoiding it. It is certainly an act of humility to resist such a course of action,
especially an appealing one, and more especially when we do not fully understand the reason
the Magisterium condemns it. But there is great freedom and peace in the assurance that
assent to God’s way is best for us and everyone, however mysterious the circumstances.
When we struggle to assent to something that the Church commands, it is an opportunity for
growth in holiness and virtue. In humility, we assume fault in our understanding, and make it
our project to prayerfully seek better understanding. “A troubled conscience is the
beginning—the beginning of an encounter with the teaching that will require patience,
humility, time, self-scrutiny, conversion.” 175

These examples of divine law demonstrate that God desires a relationship with his
people and that he provides morality as a means for entering into this relationship. In The
Bible and Morality – Biblical Roots of Christian Conduct, the authors state that “Morality is
not primarily the human response but a revelation of…God’s purpose and of the divine
gift.” 176 The Law is God’s gift, as it provides his people with a lifestyle compatible with
communion with him. “The God of the Bible reveals not primarily a code of conduct but
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‘Himself’ in his mystery and ‘the mystery of his will.’” 177 God does not give us a compilation
of arbitrary or meaningless rules to follow. He grants us access to the fullest life possible; the
Law is much more than a stark code of conduct: it is a kind of cheat-sheet to attain eternal
life. It is dynamic, because it facilitates a relationship with God who invites us, sustains us,
and dwells in us. Entering into this relationship is our response to his invitation; it is our
ongoing effort to continuously form our consciences by seeking the truth in order to live
according to it more perfectly and faithfully.
Freedom

Having established the primary sources by which the Catholic conscience is formed—
divine law as manifest in natural law, the Commandments of the Old Testament, the New Law of
the Gospel, and the teachings of the Magisterium—the question remains: What room is there for
personal freedom? In forming his conscience, does man retain his freedom? Does genuine
freedom imply absolute autonomy? We will now discuss the role of freedom in the activity of
conscience. After clarifying what we mean by “freedom” and making a few distinctions, we will
come to discover that “freedom of conscience is never freedom ‘from’ the truth but always and
only freedom ‘in’ the truth”. 178
Understanding Freedom
Cardinal Pell explains that “conscience is the free acceptance of the objective moral law
as the basis of all our choices.” 179 Crucial to the Catholic understanding of conscience is our
freedom. Man cannot be held accountable for his actions if he does not have the freedom to do
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them or not do them. Man is a free agent. His actions stem from his reason, and whether he does
an action or not is entirely up to him. Even in the case of coercion, such as a Christian who
experiences persecution and the pressure to deny his faith at the cost of death, he still retains the
autonomous choice to either apostatize or die a martyr’s death. 180 The options available may be
limited, but that choice belongs to him. Only in the cases when one is physically forced to do
something or is mentally ill is one not free; however, when one is forced, the action would not be
predicated of that person. If one acts as the subject, one’s actions are free, whatever amount of
pressure is on that person’s will to move in one direction or another.
Acknowledging that God’s law is the objective rule against which man’s actions gain or
lose their moral value, it becomes clear that as a free agent, man is endowed by God both with
the revelation to know his law, and with the power to embrace or resist that law. The trouble
today’s society has with such a concept revolves around the word “freedom.” Merriam Webster
Dictionary assigns the following definitions to “freedom”:
1. The absence of necessity, coercion, or constraint in choice or action
2. Liberation from slavery or restraint or from the power of another: INDEPENDENCE
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3. The quality or state of being exempt or released usually from something onerous 181
These definitions describe freedom as a kind of autonomy. One is only free, in this sense, if there
are no external pressures or forces. It is the absence of restriction, the capacity and right to do
whatever I want, whenever I want.
We can talk about freedom in both external terms, as emphasized in this modern-day
definition, and in terms of internal manifestations, such as freedom to orient one’s life toward
God or against God. However, in order to demonstrate the dependence freedom has upon truth,
we turn to the Thomistic understanding of freedom as “rooted in the two spiritual faculties of
intellect and will”. 182 It is this structure that signifies what it means for man to be made in the
image of God. 183
We begin by acknowledging happiness as man’s final end. Aquinas taught that happiness
as “the final end could not be the object of choice, for it was the primordial energy of the will
which caused and directed all choices.” 184 This means that all our choices and actions result from
and direct us towards our final end of happiness. We do not have the option to not want
happiness; 185 the desire for it is part of our makeup as human persons.
Moreover, Aquinas taught that with this natural ordering of the human person toward
happiness come the natural inclinations of the intellect toward the truth and of the will toward the
good. Again, we cannot help but desire these, for they are natural and instinctual, internal
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movements. “The spiritual hunger that impels us toward truth, love, and goodness…is the
fundamental desire, the spiritual instinct…that underlies all choices.” 186 We are “free” to act this
way or that, but we are not “free” to pursue evil for evil’s sake. We will always choose what we
choose—good or evil—for the sake of a good, whether that good is real or merely perceived.
Now we encounter a potentially confusing use of terms. For Aquinas, “freedom” and
“liberty” are rooted in our inclinations to truth and goodness.
It is precisely because we cannot help aspiring to goodness and truth that we possess
limitless freedom, at least potentially, opening onto infinite truth and goodness…the
capacity for truth and goodness…is the essence of our freedom. 187
This means that the better our apprehension of truth and goodness in our object (meaning, the
closer our apprehension resembles objective reality and truth), the better our moving toward
them—choosing and willing them—moves us toward our ultimate goal of happiness in God.
Here, we see the compatibility and inseparability of the subjective and objective realities of
conscience at work. The more my subjectivity aligns with the objective truth, the better my
choices are and the freer I become through my good acts.
If Aquinas uses “freedom” to describe “the orientation to the highest”, 188 then what
would he make of the scenario wherein someone uses “freedom” in the modern sense to move
toward something lower? Aquinas says that we use our freedom rightly when we use it to
advance toward our end of happiness and God. On the other hand, “it comes of the defect of
liberty for [free will] to choose anything by turning away from the order of the end; and this is
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to sin.” 189 So freedom for Aquinas does not equal the capacity to choose any option available.
Rather, freedom is higher and more real when it is used to advance toward one’s end; it is lower
and defective when it is used to turn away and impede one’s end.
Not only is one more free when one chooses good over evil, but St. Thomas even goes so
far as to say that the inability to sin is a greater form of freedom than the ability to sin. He states,
“there is greater liberty of will in the angels, who cannot sin, than there is in ourselves, who
can sin.” 190 Based on the same principle that one is most free when one chooses that which
accords with one’s end, angels can be considered more free than man because they are limited to
only doing good and acting according to their end.
This way of using the term “freedom” is, admittedly, very different from the popular
notion of freedom. It does, however, make sense of the principle that genuine freedom hinges on
truth. Because we are naturally oriented toward truth and goodness, ultimately striving for
happiness and God, our inherent desire and ability to achieve these ends is the basis for our
freedom. We become less free to be who we were made to be when we choose evil; such a defect
of our freedom violates our nature and ruins our end.
Freedom of Indifference and Freedom for Excellence
Servais Pinckaers distinguishes between two types of freedom: Freedom of Indifference
and Freedom for Excellence. The former coincides with the popular notion of freedom today.
According to Freedom of Indifference, man is free when he has the uninhibited “power to choose
between contraries.” 191 It is a person’s will functioning without any external coercion, even from
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that same person’s reason. This view excludes the role of natural inclinations to truth and
goodness in acts of freedom, as these infringe upon the indifferent quality or stance of the will
toward the object. Virtually anything that influences the will inhibits freedom—even past acts
and habits. Certainly law “appears as an external restraint and a limitation of freedom”. 192 One is
most free, according to Freedom of Indifference, when each act stands alone. Even if one has the
habit or routine of going to bed at 9:00pm, for instance, my choice to do so tonight must be
considered an isolated act, free from the influence of my habit. I must be just as “free” to go to
bed at another time, in order to make the choice “indifferently”.
Freedom for Excellence, on the other hand, incorporates the Thomistic principles
explained above. While Freedom of Indifference is founded upon the indifferent choice between
contraries, the will functioning independently of reason, Freedom for Excellence hinges upon the
harmonious cooperation of reason and will. Man is most free when he uses this power to advance
toward the perfection of his being—his own excellence. Rather than acting independently or
exclusive of inclinations, Freedom for Excellence relies on and fully incorporates the natural
inclinations. Man is spontaneously propelled toward those good things that are in accord with his
nature, and in pursuing them, he achieves his own excellence. Acts are integrated and share a
continuity, collectively advancing man toward or away from his end.
Virtue and vice belong to this view, as man’s repeated good or evil acts either advance
man in goodness or evil. Additionally, law is a welcomed source for educating oneself according
to the truth. 193 Knowing what is good for my nature liberates me to act accordingly. Moreover,
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having formed habits of affirming my personal dignity is such good acts, I interiorize the law
through repeated and continuous acts of virtue. 194 Opposite the theory that freedom is manifest in
isolated choices between contraries, my freedom is rather manifest in “moral progress in
virtue…a clearer knowledge and a clearer taste for the good.” 195 The more good I do, the easier it
becomes to discern and do good next time. There is a further, very beautiful result of this
process:
Thus there is formed within us what St. Thomas calls a “connaturality” for the good, a
special capacity conferred by each virtue in its own setting, which allows us to discern
and esteem the good with swift, sure, judgment, often more penetrating than the
reasonings of the learned. 196
This is far from legalism or casuistry, whereby morality focuses on the barebone
application of rules to actions. This is about allowing oneself to be gradually conformed to the
good. We determine ourselves in the good 197 by choosing it and aligning ourselves with it. It is
about becoming good. The continuity of our good acts grounds us in the good, and enhances our
freedom to act for the good. 198 We are therefore most free when we form ourselves according to
good laws—natural and divine—and allow our spontaneous inclinations to guide us toward the
good, ultimately to our personal perfection and happiness.
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While noting the positive effects of repeated good acts: strengthening of virtue,
connaturality with the good, and overall progression toward the ultimate goal of happiness, we
ought to recognize the other side of the coin: that of the consequences of evil acts. In the
Thomistic view, acts are not isolated but deeply integrated and interrelated. This means positive
consequences for our good acts and negative consequences for our evil acts. Repeated choices
for good results in connaturality with the good, which “repeated acts of injustice deform the
judgment even as they corrupt the will.” 199 Not only do we create obstacles for ourselves in the
way of our ultimate end, but we disable ourselves, truly limiting ourselves, in our ability to
return to the good after abandoning it. We need our judgment to be sound and our will to be free
in order to pursue the good, so by repeatedly choosing evil, we lose our freedom, since we are no
longer even capable (i.e., “free”) of judging and choosing well.
As discussed above, in order to ensure that we are apprehending the truth and acting well
is through the “checks and balances” of the law. We discussed several sources of law above.
Natural law is our internal share in God’s wisdom. It demands that we affirm and respect our
nature and dignity as human persons. Divine law is revealed to us in several forms, including the
Commandments of the Old Testament and the New Law of love found in the Gospel.
Additionally, we access the divine law through the living Magisterium of the Church.
In our moral judgments, we seek “the reality and truth of the good presented…The law
intervenes here to enlighten the reason as to the nature and character of things.” 200 Again, we do
not author truth; we seek and discern it. We are fallible and require the external corrective of the
law. We benefit from the opportunity to ask ourselves, “Is this in keeping with the

199
200

Pinckaers, The Sources of Christian Ethics, 419.
Ibid., 420.
78

Commandments, the love of Christ, and the teachings of the Church?” and “Does this affirm the
dignity of the human person?” The more we answer in the affirmative to these questions, the
freer our acts are; thus, the more we determine ourselves in the good, and the more
“spontaneously” good we become.
Alleged Conflict Between Freedom and Law
Again, the purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate that human freedom is compatible
with God’s law; in fact, “Human freedom and God's law meet and are called to intersect”. 201
Both are given to man so that he may attain his ultimate fulfillment—happiness in God. 202 By
forming his conscience according to God’s law as his objective standard, man does not inhibit
his freedom, but attains to true freedom—freedom in the truth. 203
John Paul writes with great clarity in Veritatis Splendor that:
… man is certainly free, inasmuch as he can understand and accept God's commands.
And he possesses an extremely far-reaching freedom, since he can eat "of every tree of
the garden". But his freedom is not unlimited: it must halt before the "tree of the
knowledge of good and evil", for it is called to accept the moral law given by God. In
fact, human freedom finds its authentic and complete fulfilment precisely in the
acceptance of that law. God, who alone is good, knows perfectly what is good for man,
and by virtue of his very love proposes this good to man in the commandments. 204
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Therefore, when we say that man is free, we do not mean that he can or should do whatever he
wants, whenever he wants, as Freedom of Indifference would recommend. Instead, man’s
freedom is both far-reaching and limited. There are things man should not use his freedom to
do. 205
The final sentence from John Paul’s passage above highlights the reason that law does
not infringe upon man’s freedom but enables it. This is because God knows what is best for man.
God’s law is consistent with man’s greatest good, with man’s excellence. This is the foundation
of Freedom for Excellence. We could put it this way: that by limiting his freedom to do whatever
he wants whenever he wants, man is made more free to become excellent by pursuing only those
ends which advance him toward perfection.
Conclusion
In this chapter, our aim was to arrive at an understanding of both law and freedom, in
order to demonstrate the dependence of genuine freedom upon objective truth. We discussed the
sources of this truth in both natural and divine laws, noting the various means we have to access
divine law in particular. Throughout the Old Testament, God revealed his commandments to the
Hebrew people as an invitation for a personal relationship between Himself and man. In the New
Testament, the commandment to love was emphasized, elevating all commandments to the new
standard of loving God and neighbor as Christ loved us. After Christ founded the Church, her
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teaching office, the Magisterium, has served us as a constant and living source of God’s directive
authority and divine law concerning the myriad moral issues we face in our contemporary
settings.
After our discussion on law as the guardian and source of objective truth, we turned to
freedom as our subjective contact with his truth. We are “free” to live according to the truth, but
in a more genuine sense, John Paul teaches that we are “free” insofar as we move towards real
goods. Freedom concerns more than simply outward hindrances to our autonomy. True freedom
entails inward freedom—freedom to act in ways that advance me in my personal good, which is
always toward God. Genuine freedom is freedom from sin and freedom for that excellence for
which I was created.
Having discussed the notion of true freedom, it becomes clear that it cannot exist without
access to objective truth. If I am only free insofar as I can choose to advance toward God, then I
need to know how to move in this way. I need clarity as to which choices are consistent with
God’s commandment of love especially. Even beyond knowledge, I need to desire to move in
this way. Thus, continuous conversion of heart toward God is required, over and above the
commitment to follow God’s commands.
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Chapter 4: Reconciling the Experienced Manifestations of Conscience with Thomistic
Tradition
Introduction
St. Thomas’ teachings on freedom and Pinckaers’ philosophy of Freedom for Excellence
give context for all three of our concepts of conscience discussed in Chapter 2. In this final
chapter, we will revisit conscience under the titles of “voice,” “judgment,” and “process,” and
apply the principles of law and freedom found in Chapter 3 to these manifestations of
conscience, thereby arriving at a more comprehensive understanding of conscience in light of
Thomistic tradition.
Natural Inclinations and the Voice of Conscience
We noted earlier the experience we all have of an interior sense that we ought to do
something. It may not be accompanied by a thought process, and it can be rather impulsive and
unexplained. Here, I argue that this inner voice of conscience coincides with the internal
workings of our natural inclinations. 206
Our natural inclinations to truth and goodness are those impulsive and spontaneous
undercurrents of our will, driving us to desire certain things—the “right” thing. They influence
us involuntarily, causing a certain instinct for moral action. This is the same way that we talk
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about the inner voice of conscience. I “feel” like I “should” do (or not do) something, and I may
not be able to explain it. It is impulsive, implicit, and relentless! There is something absolute and
determinative about it. It carries authority and threatens that I am bad or wrong if I disobey. This
authority is not my own but from another, 207 and it threatens because it is my very nature—the
nature from which both natural law and my inclinations to abide by this law spring—that I will
violate if I disobey. If I persist in actions against this voice, I will destroy my nature and preclude
the possibility of attaining ultimate happiness.
Natural inclinations, as well as our conscience as an inner voice, can lead us into error.
While we are inclined toward truth and goodness, we also have limitations and the influence of
passions, and these can cause us to mistake a false or evil object as true or good. “The gap
between the known good and the real good is at the root of sin and can be expressed by the
distinction between the ‘real’ and ‘apparent’ good.” 208 Whether the apprehended good is the real
good or not, we are inclined to it, as it appears subjectively to befit us. “The entire force of
temptation lies precisely in the appearance of good with which it captivates the mind and
heart.” 209 It looks good, and therefore it is desirable.
Let us take up an example used in the section in Chapter 2 on Conscience: the voice that
speaks to our depths. Staying employed is a good thing, yet at the moment when the alarm clock
rings, the passion of sloth may kick in, and there is another good—the good of sleep—that
beckons us to pursue it. While we know that we should get out of bed, we are tempted to stay in
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bed due to “the appearance of good” 210 posed by our sloth. Without extensive, if any,
deliberation, we have conflicting “impulses,” and conscience has the challenge of distinguishing
between them and choosing the greater good, if not the only good, available.

The point here is that according to the Thomistic understanding of freedom, having a
habit of promptly turning off our alarm clocks and getting out of bed would be the image of true
freedom. The free man would not cave to those lesser goods that get in the way of the greater
goods. He would not limit his true potential for fulfillment (keeping his job, his income, his
career path, financial security, etc.) for the sake of shorter-term, “apparent goods,” (satisfying the
immediate desire for a little more sleep). Even in small and somewhat trivial dilemmas, we can
see that there is an objective reality according to which we must submit ourselves. There is an
order of goods, and the good of staying employed aligns me with my personal excellence, while
a few extra minutes of sleep does not. For this very reason, conquering my temptation to take
those few extra minutes of sleep, i.e., self-mastery, is so praiseworthy. By disciplining myself, I
advance in maturity and selflessness; I develop my authentic freedom and my “ability to perform
actions of real excellence.” 211
Conscience as Practical Judgment
St. Thomas Aquinas defines conscience as “knowledge applied to an individual case.” 212
It is the act of applying natural or divine law to a particular situation. 213 The interplay of freedom
and law may be obvious here, but we will lay it out clearly nonetheless. In the Thomistic sense,
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man is not free unless he is moving toward his ultimate end, and therefore making choices for the
real good. He needs to apprehend truth and goodness rightly, therefore, in order to apply
objective truth to his subjective reality. Our reason can err, and to avoid going astray, law is there
to guide us, to inform us of the truth, and to correct us when we do err. We are most free when
we perform correct acts of conscience. 214
Here it would serve us well to turn to an extensive passage from John Paul’s Veritatis
Splendor:
Human freedom and God's law meet and are called to intersect, in the sense of man's free
obedience to God and of God's completely gratuitous benevolence towards man. Hence
obedience to God is not, as some would believe, a heteronomy, as if the moral life were
subject to the will of something all-powerful, absolute, extraneous to man and intolerant
of his freedom… Others speak, and rightly so, of theonomy, or participated
theonomy, since man's free obedience to God's law effectively implies that human reason
and human will participate in God's wisdom and providence. By forbidding man to "eat
of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil", God makes it clear that man does not
originally possess such "knowledge" as something properly his own, but only participates
in it by the light of natural reason and of Divine Revelation, which manifest to him the
requirements and the promptings of eternal wisdom. Law must therefore be considered an
expression of divine wisdom: by submitting to the law, freedom submits to the truth of
creation. 215
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In order to perform the act of conscience, applying knowledge of objective truth to our
specific scenario, we must access objective truth and be sure of its objectivity. As noted above,
there are principles that are inherent in us, first principles of synderesis. However, there is
extensive knowledge to which we do not have natural access and for which we therefore need an
external source of wisdom or law to inform us. This is especially the case for that revelation
needed in order to know, love, and be one with God; hence the several instances of divine law
explained above. Additionally, in the process of reasoning, both speculatively and practically,
man can err and apply false or defective knowledge to his situation; following through, he
therefore performs a bad or imperfect act. Such a mistake, or especially a consciously evil act,
impedes man from his ultimate end of happiness, and therefore inhibits his freedom to become
the perfect version of himself through excellence.
Genuine freedom is found neither through heteronomy, whereby we adhere to God’s
commands while repressing our personal autonomy, 216 nor through absolute autonomy, by which
we disregard all external sources of truth that may influence our will. Genuine freedom engages
our autonomy and is reached when one fulfills the moral obligation “to seek the truth and to
adhere to it once it is known.” 217
Law, Freedom, and Conscience as a Lifelong Process
Lastly, we take up the notion of conscience as a lifelong process and its relation to both
law and freedom. Perhaps the discussions of virtue and connaturality most aptly describe this
relationship.
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Pinckaers defines virtue as “a personal capacity for action, the fruit of a series of fine
actions, a power for progress and perfection… virtue develops the person and his actions…
through the power of virtue, and man achieves works bearing the stamp of his unique quality as a
moral person.” 218 Virtue implies an ongoing process, chronologically, yes, during which man
performs acts congruous with the end of perfection. It is both the fruit of and power for moral
goodness. He achieves moral identity through the virtues he accomplishes, and each subsequent
act bears his increasingly-defined moral signature.
Pinckaers notes the connection of virtue with fidelity—fidelity to truth and goodness.
“Fidelity is necessary for virtue’s growth, and shares its power of renewal. In sum, it is
freedom’s fidelity to itself, to its qualitative source, the natural sense of truth and goodness.” 219
Freedom can only be true to what it is in the cooperative structure of reason and will as they
apprehend and choose objective truth and goodness. Moreover, Pinckaers notes the spiritual
character of fidelity, meanwhile upholding spiritual fidelity’s dependence upon material
fidelities: “Since we are body and soul we need both, as a support and as concrete material for
the exercise of various virtues and progress in them. Moral fidelity will therefore incorporate the
more material fidelities and integrate them.” 220
What does all of this mean for conscience as a lifelong process? Conscience is about
virtuous acting, and virtue is about fidelity to truth and goodness. While we have moral fidelity
in a spiritual, intangible way, this is only established through our concrete acts of fidelity to truth
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and goodness. These tangible acts solidify the quality of fidelity in us, and thereby establish
virtue in us, and these empower us to perform further acts of virtue and fidelity.
All of this is a process, one that never ceases. It works for better or for ill, for virtue or for
vice. Again, we are only genuinely free when we choose the real good, that good which advances
us toward our perfection of happiness and communion with God. While we have access to the
real good through natural law, further research is often needed depending upon the situation.
Natural law only reveals limited amounts of wisdom, however, falling short of the divine
wisdom required for us to know truths of salvation. To access these, divine law as revealed by
God in Scripture, Tradition, and the universal Magisterium of the Church is required. Attaining
knowledge found therein, and applying it faithfully time after time without ceasing in fidelity to
truth and goodness, is a lifelong process.
John Paul highlights the importance of conversion in pursuing truth and goodness.
Knowledge alone is not enough, he says; “what is essential is a sort of ‘connaturality’ between
man and the true good. Such a connaturality is rooted in and develops through the virtuous
attitudes of the individual himself.” 221 Through the process of virtue-building, specifically the
theological virtues and the cardinal virtues, man acts according to the good and thereby becomes
good. Connaturality develops between man and the good, which further employs man to do good
and to find his freedom in good acts perfective of his nature—hence, “freedom ‘in’ the truth”. 222
Virtue-building, attaining connaturality with the good, and being converted to the good from
within, are all processes of formation and deep-seated maturation for conscience.
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Becoming good is long, sometimes grueling. Especially in cases when our subjective
understanding is at odds with objective laws of revelation, fidelity to objective truth is difficult
and requires humility. Cardinal Pell prepares us for the process of conversion and humble
submission required of the serious Catholic:
[I]f we disagree with the Church’s message so seriously that we cannot follow its terms,
we cannot reinvent that message to make it easier or more palatable. Rather, we enter into
a period of prayer, study, and enquiry to try to understand the message and to understand
why we find ourselves opposed to it. And if the matter that puzzles us is one of a binding
Church teaching or a central moral teaching, then this may prove a lifetime’s work. 223
We never cease to create ourselves morally. So long as we live, we are acting persons, using our
consciences and therefore determining ourselves for good or evil.
Conclusion
We end this paper by revisiting the three manifestations of conscience that we discussed
in chapter 2—“voice,” “judgment,” and “process”—in order to ground them in the context of St.
Thomas Aquinas’ teachings on freedom. We found that each of these ways of understanding
conscience is consistent with Thomism and with the teachings of the Catholic Church.
Conscience as a voice or impulse within us is much like those natural inclinations in us that urge
us to do good and to avoid evil. Whether they are identical entities or distinct yet intimately
functioning internal drives, both the voice of conscience and the natural inclinations help us to do
the “right thing” and even offer a sort of subconscious discernment between goods.
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The dependent relationship of freedom upon law is perhaps most obvious when
considering conscience as a practical judgment. As we perform acts of conscience, we apply
objective knowledge as found in divine and natural laws to our subjective, personal experiences.
Our genuine freedom rests upon how closely we follow the commands of God, the greatest of
which is the commandment to love.
Lastly, conscience as a lifelong process is illuminated by the Thomistic teachings on
virtue and connaturality. As we do good, we become good; we become connatural with the good
and thus inclined to do more good. This relationship of connaturality is gradually formed and
fostered. Likewise, my growth in virtue is a lifelong process, forming my conscience and
enabling it to continue down this path of goodness. The more virtuous acts I perform, the more
virtuous I become, and thus the more able I am to perform virtuous acts in the future. It is a cycle
of interrelated goodness that feeds itself. Throughout the process of life, we freely seek the good
(the truth of which is known and safeguarded by law), and in choosing it, we are grounded more
firmly in the good, strengthening our ability to recognize and choose good in the future. This is
the lifelong process of conscience and of growing in virtue and connaturality with the good.
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Conclusion
Introduction
The endeavor of this paper is to understand the meaning of conscience, and in so doing to
argue that genuine freedom is based on truth. Below are brief summaries of each chapter, with a
concluding statement in which we demonstrate that the goal of the paper is achieved.
Chapter 1: The Historical Development of the Concept of Conscience
In the first chapter, we seek an appreciation for the developing meaning of conscience
from the earliest records of its mention found in ancient Greek and Latin writings. Here,
conscience refers to both antecedent and consequent scenarios, both positive and negative acts,
and is even identified with the voice of God.
Next, as we explore the notion of conscience in Old Testament texts, we discover that the
Hebrew term leb or “heart” translates most closely with conscience. By leb, they mean man’s
inner core, the source of his actions and the locus of his personal orientation to God. All of
ancient Hebrew morality, we learn, revolves around God’s commandments; the quality of their
conscience relies upon their loyalty to God both in their hearts and in their actions.
After the Old Testament, we undertake the notion of conscience as found in the New
Testament. Here, conscience takes on greater meaning, as it is rooted in the context of Christian
faith. Faith entails an entire world view and religious attitude for the Christian, and his actions
must follow suit. Thus, conscience becomes inseparable from faith. The integrity of one demands
the integrity of the other; living the Christian faith entails walking faithfully with God.
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In the Postmodern era, the common understanding of conscience shifted. Up to that point,
objective standards were valued as the norm for subjective understanding. With this new
emphasis on subjectivity and individualism, however, conscience became more associated with
personal experience and opinion while objective rules and standards became associated with
oppression of freedom and autonomy. While sincerity and rectitude are both important, the value
of sincerity became disproportionately emphasized to the point of eclipsing the value of
objective rectitude.
We end this chapter with a discussion on sincere conscience and vincible error. We
conclude that sincerity is essential to a good conscience; however, we must not stop here. We
must always strive to educate ourselves according to the truth so as to avoid error.
Chapter 2: Understanding the Meaning of Conscience, Its Manifestations, and Man’s
Responsibility to Form It

When we refer to conscience, we commonly think of it under the manifestations of an
interior voice, a practical judgment or act, and of a lifelong journey. Each of these notions give
us insight into what conscience is, and in this chapter, we examine each of these categories in
detail.
Conscience as a voice, we find, is spontaneous, personal, and carries an imperative
character to either pursue or avoid a particular action. This category is mysterious, because it can
nudge us without our conscious deliberation, although its purpose is to aid us in doing what is
right and good. Conscience as an act or a practical judgment, as St. Thomas defines it, is the act
of applying universal knowledge or synderesis to a particular situation. It is where objective truth
and subjective experience meet. Conscience as a lifelong process of faith involves growth in
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virtue, especially prudence. It involves the stages “Look, Judge, and Act”, 224 and it is in this
process that we realize we are never finished growing in our knowledge of truth or in our
perfection in pursuing the good. Throughout our lives, we must continuously seek conversion of
heart and mind, reorienting ourselves, choosing what we know to be good with every choice we
make. By this process, our consciences take shape, and we determine ourselves for good or for
evil.
We add “of faith” at the end of “lifelong process” because as Christians, our actions are
always informed by our faith and the truths found therein. Conscience is inseparable from our
life of faith, and we are therefore on a lifelong process of perfecting our internal disposition and
outward actions so that they align with the faith we proclaim.
Additionally, within the section on conscience as a process, we take up the topic of
fundamental option, supporting the claims that John Paul II makes in Veritatis Splendor. While
we make a fundamental option for or against God, our actions must be consistent with this
overarching “option.” Our actions give concrete shape to our fundamental choice, and through
our acts our fundamental orientation to God is either confirmed or lost.
Next, we make some useful clarifications regarding mistaken views of conscience. Since
subjectivism is to prevalent today, it is helpful to call to mind that conscience is not merely a
feeling or a personal sense about something. People often defend their actions with the
justification that they felt it was right in their conscience. However, conscience is not a feeling; it
is a judgment made according to the knowledge one has at the time. While we did discuss
conscience as an inner voice carrying imperative character, we were also sure to note that we are
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prone to err in our perceptions of what we ought to do in a given instant. It is not enough to have
a personal sense that something is right. The “tribunal” 225 of truth is objective and lies in God’s
wisdom, not in our own.
We end this chapter discussing our responsibility to both follow and form our
consciences; the former responsibility implying the latter. Conscience commands as from God’s
own authority; 226 we are all familiar with its binding force. However, since we are prone to err,
and since we are required to follow our sincere conscience even when it does err, the need for
formation is obvious. Thus, we see that our subjective experience requires objective truth as
discovered in and safeguarded by laws, which are then taken up in Chapter 3.
Chapter 3: The Components of Conscience: Subjective Freedom and Objective Truth
In the third chapter, we explore the role of conscience with respect to both freedom and
the law. The purpose of this chapter is to establish the dependence of freedom upon truth, which
is found in and safeguarded by natural and divine laws. Natural law, which advances us in our
nature, can be found within the heart of man, while we depend upon divine revelation to learn
divine law, which is required for salvation.
In the Old Testament, we find several cases in which God calls the Hebrew people to
himself. He bids them to obey his commandments so that the covenant between them may thrive.
Their obedience to his commands is the condition upon which their relationship is based.
Because of this, the morality of the Hebrew people revolves around these commandments, as we
saw also in Chapter 1. Not only is outward obedience required, but so is the inward disposition
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of the heart. God does not want robotic obedience, but the whole person. This is the message
time and again of the prophets, who called for conversion of the heart.
In the New Testament, we discover the major theme of the New Law, which is God’s
commandment to love as Christ loved. This commandment both transcends and includes all of
the commandments of God, and it is now extended not only to God but to our neighbors as well.
We must strive for an inward disposition of love toward God and to our neighbor, loving them
through our actions and in our hearts, to the boundless and unconditional degree that Christ loved
us.
The final source of divine law we discuss in this chapter is the Magisterium of the
Catholic Church, which is a living and universal witness of God’s teaching authority. Through
the Magisterium, God invites us to live and act in ways consistent with a relationship with him.
Our primary aim in life ought to be advancing in this relationship and becoming more perfect
and holy—more like God. The Magisterium is God’s gift to us; it is his authentic and enduring
voice speaking reliable guidance for difficult and morally ambiguous, contemporary issues.
After discussing the law, we turned to freedom, distinguishing between external and
internal freedoms as well as Pinckaers’ “Freedom of Indifference” and “Freedom for
Excellence.” Following St. Thomas Aquinas and St. John Paul II, our definition of freedom is
not just man’s ability to choose between contraries, as Freedom of Indifference suggests; rather,
genuine freedom rests in man’s ability to advance in goodness and to choose to follow God’s
commands, especially the commandment of love. We use our freedom properly when we choose
the good, since only in these acts do we become more excellently who we are. This is the
meaning of Freedom for Excellence, and it is this understanding of freedom that is consistent
with and promotes the growth of freedom.
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This chapter ends with a clarification that freedom and law are not opposed to one
another, as Freedom of Indifference and modern values would propose. We do not accept that
genuine freedom consists in doing as we please when we please, while we do accept that there
are things we ought not to use our freedom to do—things that would ultimately enslave us and
inhibit our growth in goodness and excellence. It is upon these foundational understandings of
freedom and truth that our claim that the two are in harmony with one another and that the
former requires the latter for proper functioning and thriving rests. Only by limiting ourselves to
those acts that are good for us are we authentically free.
Chapter 4: Reconciling the Experienced Manifestations of Conscience with Thomistic Tradition
We end this paper with Chapter 4, in which we draw connections between those
manifestations by which conscience is best known, discussed in Chapter 2 with themes found in
Thomistic notions of freedom and law, discussed in Chapter 3. Conscience as a voice can be
closely related with the Thomist teaching on natural inclinations. Both the voice within us and
these natural inclinations direct us with authority towards the greatest perceived good. In both
cases, however, we can err, and this is why law is still required to preserve the integrity of our
actions. The voice of our conscience directs us to do the “right thing,” and our natural
inclinations direct us to seek that which we judge as good. In our freedom, we move towards that
which is good, affirming the relationship between our freedom to choose and the law which
guarantees the truth and informs our choices.
Second, we take up conscience as a practical judgment, noting that the role of conscience,
according to St. Thomas, is that of freely applying knowledge of objective truth to our personal
experience. Knowledge of the truth is prerequisite, again, to preserve the integrity of our
freedom. John Paul uses the phrase “participated theonomy” to describe the ideal functioning of
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our free acts. We are not meant to suppress our autonomy and follow God’s commands blindly
and rigidly like robots. Nor, however, ought we elevate our autonomy so highly that we eclipse
God’s commands with our own decisions and subjective judgments. Rather, participated
theonomy engages our reason and will, inviting us to embrace God’s wisdom and to participate
in it. We submit to God’s law with the understanding and appreciation for its providential
direction, trusting that it guides us rightly. We are often even able to inquire as to the reason
behind the commandment, yet even in cases that we do not see the reasons, we are invited not to
repress ourselves but to trust and submit ourselves to what we know is loving wisdom and
providence. Thus our genuine freedom to follow God and pursue truth and goodness is founded
upon objective truth and upon the means by which he reveals this truth.
Lastly, we discuss conscience as a lifelong process, and we liken this theme to St.
Thomas’ teaching on virtue and connaturality, which are also processes. As we grow in virtue,
we thereby open ourselves up to further virtue. As we make good choices, we advance ourselves
in the good, enabling ourselves to perceive truth and goodness and to choose them again and
again. As a sort of by-product of this good behavior, a relationship of connaturality develops
between us and goodness. It becomes more natural to choose the good; it is more “like” us or
“befitting” that we choose the good. All of this forms our conscience in the good, strengthening
it and perfecting us in our lifelong journey towards perfection.
Conclusion
After traversing the history of the notion of conscience and exploring several common
understandings of conscience that coincide with Church teaching, we arrive at the conclusion
that conscience is indeed the meeting place of our subjective freedom with the objective truth.
Only when both subjective and objective aspects of conscience are employed in a balanced
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manner is man genuinely free and able to advance in authentic goodness. Informed by both
natural and divine law, man’s conscience is given the direction it needs to attain to his greatest
happiness and perfection in God.
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